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Tragedy in the Jungle 


niche Stowe glided through the vines in the dim light, with her twin sister, 
Fifer, right behind her. They were far deeper inside the jungle of Artime than 
they'd ever ventured before. Much farther than their brother, Alex, the leader 
of the magical world, would allow. There were horrible living statues and 
creatures here that would attack them, he’d said. Creations carved from stone 
or molded from clay and brought to life with strong magic in the early days of 
Artime. Not all of Artime’s creatures were dangerous, but the ones banished 
to the jungle most certainly were. 

As the girls crept forward to a small clearing, Fifer spied an entrance to a 
dark cave some distance away. She jabbed Thisbe with her elbow and pointed 
excitedly at it. They'd never come across something like this before. Thisbe 
paused to look, trying to discern between shadows and crevices, and watching 
for any sign of danger. Sensing none, they started toward it. 

Each footstep crackled. Every now and then, Thisbe hesitated and put her 
hand up for silence. They stopped and listened, then continued on. When 
Thisbe heard a rustling that wasn’t theirs, her heart quickened. She turned 
sharply to see if Fifer had heard it too. The look on Fifer’s face told her she 
had. 


The noise grew louder. Nearer. A few treetops began to waver, letting 
slivers of bright sunlight in before the branches covered the girls in shadows 
again. Something was coming, and it was definitely big. 

“Maybe it’s the rock,” whispered Fifer. The enormous living rock that 
roamed about the jungle, watching over its creatures, was nameless, at least to 
these visitors. 

“Maybe,” said Thisbe, sounding doubtful. “Come on.” She pushed forward, 
periodically looking back to try to see what was following them, but she 
couldn’t make out anything in the low light. As they moved, the noise from 
their pursuer stopped. Thisbe glanced at Fifer. Perhaps it hadn’t detected 
them. 

Fifer peered in the direction of the cave, dying to know what was inside, 
but her nerves got the better of her. She gripped Thisbe’s shirtsleeve. “It’s too 
dangerous. I think we should go back.” 

Thisbe nodded. But how? They'd have to go past the thing making noise in 
order to get back to the safety of Artime’s lush grounds. “This way,” she 
whispered, pointing in a different direction. “We'll go around and take the 
tube home.” 

The rustling started again, and Fifer strained her eyes toward the noise. 
Would they be able to see the creature before it saw them? “Do you think it 
could be Panther?” she asked anxiously. Panther, carved from ebony-colored 
stone, had become slightly tamer in recent years than she’d once been, but she 
was still unpredictable and dangerous. 

“Panther doesn’t make the trees move. Shh.” Thisbe headed away from the 
noise, stepping carefully, but there was no possible way to be silent. 

The rustling behind them began again, then turned to loud crackling 
noises. Trees swayed. Their pursuer grew nearer. 

“It’s following us,” said Thisbe in a harsh whisper. 

Fifer took Thisbe’s hand and looked back as the outline of the enormous 
creature finally emerged from the shadows. She froze, then gasped. “Scorpion! 
Run!” 

Thisbe’s heartbeat pounded in her ears. The scorpion! They were going to die. 
She abandoned the plan and ran for her life, dragging Fifer with her. Behind 
them came the sharp clap of splitting trees. The ground trembled under their 
feet. The giant clay scorpion was in mad pursuit and gaining ground rapidly. 
Hunting them. 


The girls lurched and staggered as fast as they could over the uneven 
ground, but there was no way they could outrun the magical creature. No way 
for them to reach safety. Trees groaned and thudded to the jungle floor around 
them, their roots bursting from the ground and spraying dirt high into the air. 
Vines flew up in all directions as the scorpion closed in. Fifer could hear the 
sharp clicking of its pincers getting louder. “Thisbeee!” she screamed. 

From a different direction there appeared a smaller, shadowy figure, too far 
away for Thisbe and Fifer to figure out what it was. “Look!” shrieked Fifer. 
“Over there!” 

“Oh no!” Thisbe cried. “This way!” They changed course and barely slipped 
away from the scorpion, but it turned and followed. Seconds later the girls 
heard a third enormous-sounding creature thundering toward them. Could 
there be more than one scorpion in the jungle? No one had ever mentioned it. 
The girls were surrounded. 

“Up this tree!” Thisbe cried, ripping her hand from Fifer’s sweaty grip and 
leaping for a low-hanging branch. She swung and caught her foot on the 
trunk, then scrambled up as fast as she could. Fifer followed, the noises around 
them growing louder still. “Hurry!” Thisbe said, climbing higher. She held her 
hand out to pull Fifer up. 

But it was no use. The scorpion slid to a stop below them. It gripped the 
tree with one of its pincers. Then it snapped the trunk in two, sending the top 
portion with the girls in it falling through the air and crashing to the jungle 
floor. The girls lay stunned, the wind knocked out of them. 

The sounds from the other two approaching beasts grew more distinct. 
Suddenly a piercing scream filled the air, coming from one of the creatures. 

“That’s Panther!” Fifer managed to say as she tried to catch her breath. She 
struggled to get to her feet. “Come on, Thiz!” The scorpion was clipping 
branches and batting them aside, trying to get to them. 

“I can’t—I'm stuck!” Thisbe’s ankle was caught under the tree. She yanked 
on it, then tried pushing the tree trunk off her while wildly looking around. 
“Watch out!” 

Fifer turned an instant too late. The scorpion, moving steadily toward her 
with its poisonous tail raised, knocked her flat with its pincer. Then it pinned 
both girls to the ground with its spindly front legs. “Help!” Thisbe screamed. 
They stared at the horrible monster, who was looking down at them with all of 
its creepy eyes. It swished its tail, knocking over more trees in the process. 


Just then a large black panther came bounding into sight, her chiseled 
stone jaw opened wide, emitting a piercing scream. Was she coming to help 
the twins? Or help the scorpion eat them? One never knew with Panther. 

“Let us go!” Thisbe struggled and fought to free herself. But neither Fifer 
nor Thisbe could escape, and with the scorpion’s feet pressing hard on their 
chests, it was getting harder and harder to breathe. 

As the third creature came running toward them, making the ground 
shudder, Fifer began screaming in a strange, almost melodious manner. 
Hundreds of birds swooped in and flocked to the trees around them, but they 
did nothing to help. 

Thisbe closed her eyes and gagged at the sight of them. A familiar pulsing 
began in her stomach, and it rose up like bile to her throat. As the panther 
jumped over the girls and slammed into the giant scorpion, knocking it off 
balance, a garbled, uncontrollable shout burst forth from Thisbe. 

Sparks flew from the girl’s fingertips and slammed into Panther’s flank. The 
creature’s scream stopped abruptly. With a loud crack and a horrible thud, the 
black stone beast hit the ground, split completely in two. She didn’t move. 

“Oh no,” breathed Thisbe, horrified. 

“Panther!” screeched Fifer. She slammed her fists against the scorpion’s thin 
leg, trying to break it so she could roll away. She thought she heard a crack. 

The scorpion reared back in anger, pincers clicking and tail swishing. 
Thisbe yanked on her leg to free it, and both girls scrambled out from under 
the creature just as the third pursuer drew near and rose up, flapping its wings 
and taking to the air. The scorpion swiveled and whipped its tail around, 
swiping at the girls. Thisbe and Fifer leaped and dodged the stinger, then tried 
to run. A shadow hovered over them, making the jungle even darker and 
harder to navigate. The scorpion took another swing, its aim dead-on. 

Before it could connect, two sets of claws grabbed the girls and lifted them 
up into the air, and with a loud roar, the third pursuer carried them off. The 
scorpion slid to a stop and watched, a sinister hiss dying in its throat. 
Frustrated, it slammed its tail into a tree, then skittered away to its cave in the 
darkest part of the jungle, leaving the unmoving pieces of Panther’s stone body 
on the ground. 





When the girls realized what had just happened, they looked up at the 
enormous winged-cheetah statue that carried them. 

“Oh, thank goodness it’s you,” said Fifer. She slumped, feeling like all the 
bones in her body could fall out through her dangling arms and legs. 

Thisbe remained rigid. She watched the trees getting smaller below her, 
and her stomach, still in knots from the scorpion attack, twisted tighter. Her 
mouth went dry and she covered her eyes. “Please don’t drop me,” she 
whispered. “Please don’t drop me.” 

“I won't drrrop you,” came the snarly reply. “Even though you deserrrve it. 
Alex is going to be verrry upset. You put yourrr lives in terrrible dangerrr! 
Yourrre lucky I was therrre orrr you'd be eaten by now. And you destrrroyed 
Pantherrr!” 

“I didn’t mean it, Simber,” Thisbe whispered, feeling awful in every possible 
way. “I didn’t try to hit her.” 

“Do you have to tell Alex?” Fifer asked. Now that they were safe, her fear of 
the scorpion turned immediately into fear of what Alex would say to them. He 
was going to be so disappointed. 

Simber, built from sand and hardened into stone with magic, was the head 
mage’s closest confidant. A low growl rumbled in his throat as he tried to 


control his anger—Panther was a special friend of his. “Of courrrse I'm going 
to tell him. Pantherrr was trrrying to save you, and you killed herrr!” 

Thisbe’s eyes flew open. “It was an accident, I swear! I wish I'd hit the 
scorpion!” 

“Well, you didn’t!” The giant cheetah’s disgust was evident in his voice. 

“I wasn’t even trying to do magic,” Thisbe moaned. “It just came out like it 
always does.” Tears sprang to her eyes. “I’m really sorry. Isn’t there any 
way... ?” She wanted to ask if there was a way to fix Panther, but she didn’t 
quite dare, in case the answer was no. 

Simber didn’t reply. Like Alex, he’d heard the girls’ excuses before, way too 
many times. 

Fifer shot Thisbe a sympathetic look. “Sorry,” she mouthed. 

Thisbe nodded, still hanging stiffly from Simber’s claws and trying 
desperately not to move so he wouldn’t accidentally lose his grip on her. She 
swallowed hard and shut her eyes again. Both girls remained silent, agonizing 
internally over their fate for the rest of the journey to the Unwanteds’ 
mansion, knowing their brother was going to be so mad he'd probably send 
them back to the scorpion’s cave. 


A short while later, the nearly identical girls stood in the grand office of the 
head magician of Artime, staring at the floor in front of Alex’s desk. Thisbe’s 
short black curls were flipping every which way. A small dead leaf and a few 
tiny sticks from the jungle were entangled within, unnoticed. Fifer nervously 
smoothed her long black waves away from her face, picking out the remnants 
of the jungle floor and putting them into her pants pocket. Nearby, the sand- 
colored cheetah statue sprawled on the floor, taking up a huge amount of 
space. His wings were folded in, his eyes narrowed, and his angular jaw set 
more sharply than usual. 

Alex Stowe, wearing a multicolored robe, came in through a magical door 
at the back of the office and strode quickly toward them. He was the second 
ruler of Artimé, having been forced to take over the magical world at the age 
of fourteen, when Marcus Today, the original mage and creator of the secret 
world for Unwanteds, had been killed. Now in his late twenties, Alex had been 
wizened by countless challenges. His face wore a weary expression. 

Fifer lifted her eyes to look at him, then swiftly averted her gaze. Alex 
rounded the desk and stopped. He placed his right hand on it and leaned 


forward to study his sisters. His left arm dangled limply, withered and useless. 
“What did you do this time?” he asked warily. He glanced at Simber, then back 
at the girls. 

Thisbe frowned hard at the ground. Fifer looked sidelong at her, then 
spoke. “We went into the jungle.” 

Alex’s expression hardened. “How far?” 

“Far.” 

“Obviously you escaped alive and well,” said Alex in a measured tone, “and 
I'm glad about that. But you know youre not supposed to go there. It’s 
dangerous.” 

Fifer nodded. 

“So... what happened?” Alex sounded like he expected to hear something 
dreadful. 

“We ran into some trouble,” Fifer hedged. 

Alex sighed. “I could’ve guessed that. Just spill it, will you?” 

“We would have been fine if you'd just let us take Magical Warrior Training 


” 


“Don’t start,” Alex warned. 

Fifer sighed. Thisbe remained mute, so she plowed forward, telling Alex 
everything that happened. When she got to the part about Thisbe’s crazy spell 
that had broken Panther in two, Alex stiffened. His brown eyes flared. He 
turned slowly to glare at Thisbe, his face beginning to burn. In a dark voice, he 
thundered, “You did what?” 

Thisbe lifted her chin. Her eyelashes were wet. “I didn’t mean to do it,” she 
said, her voice trembling. “I couldn’t stop it.” Desperate, she stepped toward 
him. “Aaron can fix her, can’t he? He can put her together again. It’s not much 
different from her losing her tail and him putting that back on, is it?” Aaron 
was the girls’ other brother and Alex’s identical twin. 

Alex fell back heavily in his chair and covered his face with his good hand, 
letting out an exasperated breath. “That’s beside the point!” 

Thisbe shrank back but immediately grew defensive. “No, it isn’t. Not if he 
can fix her.” She frowned. “And you don’t have to yell about it. It’s not that 
bad.” Alex always made too big a deal of everything. 

“Not that bad?” Alex sprang to his feet. “Do you seriously still not 
understand? How many times will you accidentally fire off a deadly spell 
before you kill another person, Thisbe? Someone who can’t be brought back to 


life?” He shook his head, looking exhausted. “When is this nightmare going to 
end?” 

Thisbe’s eyes narrowed. “So now we're your nightmare? Way to make us feel 
like true Unwanteds, Alex. I thought you were against that.” 

Alex gave her a hard look. “You have no idea what being declared 
Unwanted really feels like, and you never will.” 

Thisbe pursed her lips and looked at the floor. “Sorry.” 

Fifer stepped in and tried again, addressing her brother in a calm voice. 
“Maybe if you would just give us component vests and let us start Magical 
Warrior Training, we could learn more about our magic and how to control it. 
It’s not like we can help it, Alex.” 

“No,” said Alex sharply. “Youre not old enough. And besides, I’d be a fool to 
give you more access to magic when you can’t handle the kind you've already 
got. You both need to learn self-control first, and that’s not something 
anybody can teach you—though I've certainly tried. You have to actually care 
enough to do it yourselves!” He turned away in frustration and started pacing. 

Thisbe’s eyes sparked in anger. “Well, you don’t have to be so mean! We're 
doing our best, but sometimes we just can’t—” 

“Thisbe, stop!” Alex shouted, silencing her. Then he lowered his voice. “Take 
a few breaths and cool off before you accidentally almost kill me again.” 

“But—” Thisbe’s mouth clamped shut. His words stung. She would never 
want to do that. She never wanted to kill anyone. It was the most horrible 
ability she could imagine, and she was stuck with it. 

Fifer flashed Thisbe a look, trying to get her to stay quiet. This was far from 
over. They still had to see what Alex was going to do to punish them, and she 
didn’t want Thisbe making it worse. 

But today the girls had finally exceeded the patience of their beloved 
brother. He began muttering like a madman. “Tried and tried since you were 
two years old to teach you... to help you .. .” He began gesturing at the 
ceiling. “The whole community is fearful every time one of you gets upset. I’ve 
done everything I could think of. Practically changed this entire world for you 
two—moved Magical Warrior Training to Karkinos so you wouldn't learn 
anything new, ordered people to stop doing magic if they see you around... . 
All to protect you.” He ripped his hand through his dark brown tangles. “And 


they’ve all done it very graciously, just so you could be raised near me in the 


mansion and be like the other kids. But you don’t appreciate any of their 
sacrifices. You never have.” 

“That’s not true,” Thisbe interjected. 

But Alex wasn’t listening. He worked his jaw angrily. “I wanted to send you 
to another island for a while just to give everybody here a break, but that 
would put others in danger. And you two just don’t seem to care. You're twelve 
years old, and you still sneak out and put yourselves in these precarious 
positions without a thought for anybody else. I can’t take it anymore! I really 
can't.” He lowered his head as if he'd given up and pinched the bridge of his 
nose. “Why can’t you do something good with your uncontrollable magic for 
once? Do you always have to be so destructive?” He stared at the wall for an 
uncomfortably long time. 

Thisbe bowed her head, thinking about Panther and feeling like the worst 
person in the world. 

“We're really sorry,” Fifer said quietly. “Were going to do better. We 
promise.” 

Alex exploded again. “Youre always sorry afterward! But sorry can't fix 
everything! Sorry doesn’t bring Panther back to life” He slammed his fist 
against the back of his chair and cringed in pain, making him even angrier. 
“The only thing that'll keep Artimé safe is to lock you both up until you 
actually care enough to learn self-control!” 

Fifer and Thisbe looked sharply at their brother, their faces slack with 
shock and fear. Did he really mean that? 

Simber sat up and emitted a low growl, startling Alex and pulling him out 
of his enraged rant. He turned quickly toward his sisters, seeing the pain in 
their eyes, and his anger fizzled. What had he just said? He replayed the words 
in his mind. Then he pressed his lips together and flexed his stinging, 
throbbing fist. In a resigned voice, he said, “I’m sorry—I really lost it. Why 
don’t you two get dinner and head up to your room? We'll talk more later.” 

Thisbe hesitated, as if she were about to protest. 

Fifer touched her shoulder. “Come on,” she said. 

Thisbe’s expression flickered, but she turned toward the door, and they 
quietly walked out. 

When they were gone, Alex slumped into his chair and let out a shuddering 
sigh that would tug at the hearts of all the loyal people of Artime, if only they 


could hear it. 


But, except for Simber, they couldn't. So Alex bore the burden alone. 





Taking a Toll 


What did I just say to them?” Alex wearily asked Simber. He felt dazed. 

“You told yourrr sisterrrs that you wanted to lock them up,” the winged 
cheetah said drily. 

“Forever? I didn’t say forever, did I?” 

“No, it wasn’t quite that bad.” 

Alex leaned forward over his desk and put his head in his hands. He 
remained still for a few moments, digesting everything. “I can’t believe I said 
that,” he said, his voice muffled. He sat up. “What in the world has happened 
to me? Some days I really don’t know. Thisbe . . . she just sets me off when she 
throws the ‘Unwanteds’ term around—as if she has any idea what it was like 
for us... .” He trailed off. Years ago in the adjacent land of Quill, where Alex 
and Aaron and many of the other Artiméans had grown up, being creative had 
been a crime. If children were caught singing, inventing something, telling a 
story, or even drawing in the dirt with a stick like Alex had done, they'd be 
declared Unwanted and sent to the desolate outskirts of Quill to be killed. 
Little did the Unwanteds know that Mr. Marcus Today, the man who was 
supposed to be putting them to death, had created a secret magical world to 
hide the Unwanteds in. Instead of killing them, Mr. Today taught the 
Unwanteds to use their creativity to do magic. But just because they’d been 


rescued at the last minute didn’t make the experience any less frightening or 
horrible. It wasn’t something to make light of. 

“Thisbe is still learrrning how farrr she can push things with you,” Simber 
said, abruptly breaking into Alex’s thoughts. “Trrry not to be too harrrd on 
yourrrself. The past ten yearrrs haven't been easy.” 

Alex was quiet, reflecting on the more recent time of peace in Artimé. He 
cradled his left arm, staring at its ugly uselessness until his eyesight blurred. 
Then he blinked and gazed blindly out the window at the lawn and the sea 
beyond. “Tomorrow is the annual Day of Remembrance,” he said. “Ten years 
since the last battle, when Queen Eagala did this to me.” Alex narrowed his 
eyes. He didn’t want to think about her or how she'd ambushed him—it always 
made him bitter. Shed ruined his life... and in turn, he had ended hers. He 
fought off the memories of the evil queen and tried to fill his mind with more 
pleasant ones. Like those of Pan, the dragon ruler of the sea, and her young, 
who'd come to help Artime when all had seemed lost. 

“Ten years,” Alex repeated, almost forcefully, “since we made magical wings 
for the young dragons. They'll be having their growth spurt about now, I 
imagine.” Idly Alex wondered if the young dragons would be back for their 
new larger wings soon, since he hadn't been able to create ones that would 
grow with them. He'd told them to return to Artime when the time came to 
replace the small wings. “Do you remember them?” 

Simber nodded, and Alex went on, his voice subdued. “I can’t believe how 
quickly time has passed. Sometimes those battles feel like they happened 
yesterday. And sometimes . . .” He shook his head listlessly. “Most of the time,” 
he corrected himself, “I barely remember what it was like to be that Alex, 
leading Artimé against our enemies. To have that kind of energy. I was so 
young. So stupid, half the time. But . . . brave, too. Setting out to save everyone 
and everything.” He got up and walked around the desk, absently perching on 
the corner of it like Mr. Today had often done. 

“You'rrre still prrretty young.” 

Alex gave Simber the side eye, noting that at least he didn’t say Alex was 
still stupid. But he didn’t say he was brave, either. No matter. Those two pretty 
much canceled each other out anyway. 

“I used to be so... .” He swallowed hard and couldn't find the word. Creative. 
Skilled. Talented. 


Generous. 


Kind. 

He let his left arm flop at his side. “And now . . . I’m nothing.” 

Simber frowned and remained silent for a time. “Do you still trrry to do 
magic orrr drrraw with yourrr good hand?” 

“No.” Alex laughed bitterly. “Not drawing, anyway. Magic only when I have 
to. Who could have predicted that I'd hit my peak for both at age seventeen?” 
His chest constricted. He slid off the desk and walked to the window. “And it’s 
just so painful now, you know? To see myself powerless while the girls are 
so... so bursting full of potential. Way more potential than I ever had. But 
their magic is so dark and so different from everyone else’s—we don’t have a 
clue what they’re capable of. And for me to try to raise them when I was just a 
kid myself... I didn’t know how hard that would be. 

“And now they won't listen to me. They don’t remember what it was like 
back then—they think magic is all a big game. When I was twelve, there was 
no such thing as a game.” He thought back to when he and Aaron were his 
sisters’ age. Aaron had been looking forward to university, but Alex was 
awaiting death. Knowing his parents would just allow that to happen. He'd 
felt so abandoned. 

“Thisbe and Fifer don’t understand,” Alex murmured, his voice anguished 
as he floundered in the memory. “Life, death . . . They’ve never been forced to 
survive—not really. Not with someone always there to rescue them from their 
reckless escapades. They don’t respect death. Not like the rest of us.” He fell 
silent. 

“I would imagine you'rrre grrrateful they don’t have to grrrow up in a 
society that sends its crrreative childrrren to theirrr deaths.” Simber brought 
his paw to his mouth and bit at a claw. He glanced sideways at Alex. 

“Of course I am. I wouldnt wish that experience on anybody. But . . .” He 
closed his eyes briefly. “I don’t know. I’m just . . . Pm afraid for them. For all of 
us. I mean, what if... ?” He trailed off, imagining what it would be like if the 
kinds of attacks they'd experienced ten years ago happened today. Would the 
new generation of children in Artime be able to fight the way they needed to? 
How could they, when they hadn't experienced the desperate, urgent desire for 
survival? But even more importantly, would Alex be able to lead them? He 
knew the answer to that already, and it scared him to death. He wasn’t fit to 
charge into battle. Not anymore. Not in his condition. He'd lost all confidence 
in that years ago. 


“You don’t sound like the Alex I used to know,” said Simber. 

A lump rose to Alex’s throat. He swallowed hard, and this time, when the 
tears came, he let them. “That Alex died along with this withered arm.” 

Simber rested his paw on the floor and looked at the young man he'd been 
loyal to since the death of Marcus Today, the mage who'd created him. He'd 
watched Alex struggle time and time again. And now it seemed like he was 
giving up. “That Alex is still inside of you,” Simber said quietly. “You can 
brrring him back if you choose to.” 

Alex shook his head, too disheartened to speak. After a minute he blew out 
a breath and said, “Tomorrow, for the Day of Remembrance, I’m going to stay 
in my living quarters so I can meditate on everyone who sacrificed so much 
for Artimé. Maybe that’s what I need to do to find my way out of this funk.” 
He looked at Simber. “Can you get word to Aaron about Panther, and let the 
girls know not to disturb me? It'll be good for us to have a little break from 
each other anyway, after today. Tell them I said not to kill anything.” He 
frowned. “No, don’t tell them that. That’s horrible.” 

“I wasn’t going to,” said Simber. “I'll take carrre of them and Pantherrr. You 
focus on taking carrre of yourrrself.” He got up and went to Alex’s side. 
“Maybe you'll rrrediscoverrr some semblance of yourrr old self in yourrr 
memorrries.” He paused, looking troubled. “I rrreally hope so.” 

“Maybe.” Alex ran a hand over Simber’s sleek side and gave him a little 
scratch behind one ear. He knew it wouldn't happen. He’d buried the old Alex. 
There was only one person who could bring him out, and it didn’t happen 
often. “I wish Sky were here.” 

“I know.” Simber gave Alex a sympathetic look, then exited the office. Alex 
went and sat at his desk, and opened one of the books he’d been studying. He 
tried to read it but couldn’t concentrate. Eventually he gave up and turned in 
for the night. Today had been brutal. But tomorrow, with all its memories, 
would be even worse. 





The Day oF Remembrance 


[henee morning, on the annual Day of Remembrance, Thisbe and Fifer sat 
down on the lawn outside the mansion with their best friend, Seth Holiday. 
Seth was thirteen, and he wore his new magical-component vest, which was an 
important piece of gear given to all thirteen-year-olds when they began 
Magical Warrior Training. 

Fifer admired it, trying to ignore the jealous twinge she felt. She wondered 
what components were in his pockets, but the flaps were down so she couldn't 
see them. No matter—he’d show the girls later in secret. Fifer traced the 
perfect stitching on his shoulder with her finger. “Would you maybe let me try 
it on sometime?” 

Seth hesitated. Part of him wanted to let her, but part of him didn’t. “Well,” 
he said, “I would, but I don’t think that’s allowed.” 

Fifer persisted. “You're not allowed to show us your spell components, 
either, but you've done that before.” 

Seth’s pale cheeks flushed. “I—I . . . That’s not quite the same.” 

Fifer sighed. “Oh, all right. It’s fine,” she said. “I get it.” She dropped the 
subject and began to tell Seth what had happened the day before in the jungle, 


when something caught her eye. She paused mid-sentence and focused on it. 


“Look,” she said, pointing to the west, where a creature was flying low and 
cumbrous over the sea toward them. “What is that?” 

Thisbe and Seth looked where she was pointing, and as the creature got 
closer, it became frighteningly clear what it was. “It’s a dragon,” Thisbe said in 
a hushed voice. 

“Is it one of the young dragons?” asked Seth. 

“I don’t know.” 

The dragon landed in the water with a violent splash. Flames and smoke 
pulsed from his nostrils. His chest heaved, and his ice-blue iridescent scales 
shimmered in the sunlight. Then his long, ropelike tail lashed and twirled, 
propelling the beast toward the shore. 

“He’s coming here!” said Fifer, alarmed. The twins exchanged a glance and 
jumped to their feet. Not wanting to get into any trouble with large scary 
creatures today, they started running to the mansion. “Simber!” Fifer yelled. 
Thisbe joined in. “Simber!” 

Seth stared slack-jawed at the creature, then scrambled after the girls, a 
beat behind them as usual. 

Simber came thundering toward the girls from the great dining hall, 
making the marble floor shake. “What’s the prrroblem?” he roared. But before 
they could answer, Simber saw for himself through the window. The dragon 
was propelling himself toward the mansion. In the sea, far beyond him and 
coming from the other direction, a black speck grew larger by the second. The 
growl died in Simber’s throat. “Oh. I see.” He looked at the girls. “Fetch yourrr 
brrrother. We have guests.” 

“But—but you said not to bother him today,” said Thisbe, a little breathless. 

Fifer nodded but seemed unsure. 

Seth interrupted. “If that’s one of the young dragons, wouldn't Alex want to 
know? It’s been ten years. Maybe—” 

“It’s a drrragon!” the large stone cat growled impatiently. “I don’t carrre 
what I told you. Go get him!” That sent the three of them charging up the 
grand staircase two steps at a time without another word. 

When they reached the top, they headed left across the open balcony, 
running past the various residence hallways all the way to the end, to a secret 
hallway that housed Alex’s living quarters and office, and a variety of other 
rooms. Only a small percentage of Artimeans had the distinct magical ability 
to see and access the secret hallway, including Fifer and Thisbe. The girls 


turned sharply and disappeared through what seemed to be a solid wall, while 
Seth, lagging behind, stopped short and waited anxiously for their return. His 
breathing was ragged after the strenuous climb—he preferred to avoid stairs at 
all costs and regularly used the magical tube system to get places. But when 
the twins went somewhere, he usually followed. He always had, for as long as 
he could remember. 

His blue eyes strained anxiously after Fifer and Thisbe, but he was unable 
to see anything other than a large mirror on the wall, which left him stuck 
standing there alone with his reflection, feeling awkward. He desperately 
wished that he could join the twins and be part of the elite group, but even 
though he'd started Magical Warrior Training, his magic wasn’t strong enough 
yet—and it might never be. He always felt like he was missing out on 
something great. 

After a moment he glanced over his shoulder at Simber, who had 
apparently grown impatient waiting for Alex and was going outside to greet 
the visitors. Seth frowned, then dug through the pockets of his component 
vest, thinking maybe he ought to be armed, just in case this dragon wasn’t 
actually the right sort. His fingers trembled when he thought about it, but he 
located a string of scatterclips and held them tightly in one hand, only a little 
afraid to use them. His hand started to sweat, so he wiped it off on his pants. 
“Hurry up,” he muttered. He didn’t want to be the only one prepared to fight. 

Soon Thisbe and Fifer burst through to the balcony again, nearly plowing 
over their friend. Trailing them came Alex, his robe flapping loosely behind 
him. His right hand reached out to the handrail, while his left remained 
hidden inside his sleeve. 

Seth regained his balance and ran after them. By now the people of Artimé 
had heard the kerfuffle. They began gathering at the windows and in the frame 
of the enormous open door to see what was going on. Fifer, Thisbe, Alex, and 
Seth reached the bottom of the stairs and headed for the exit but got caught 
up in the crowd. 

Lani Haluki, a young woman with long, straight black hair and olive skin, 
appeared in the doorway of a nearby classroom on the main floor. She paused 
a moment, watching curiously. Then she rolled to the nearest sea-facing 
window by using a belted contraption that magically propelled her forward, 
since her legs were paralyzed. She took in the scene, her orange eyes shining, 


then turned quickly to flag down Alex. “They're back!” she called out as he 


drew near. “One of them is, anyway. The ice blue is named Hux, as I recall. 
And look—Pan is coming too. Do you see her? She must have sensed Hux’s 
presence returning to our waters and set out to greet him.” Her voice 
contained an undisguisable thrill. “Maybe we'll get to witness their reunion. 
Come and watch!” 

But Alex didn’t seem to share her excitement. Instead of joining her, he 
weaved forward through the onlookers, following after Thisbe and Fifer as 
they forged ahead and pushed their way to the doorway. Once outside, the 
girls and Seth went down the path near the sea, but Alex halted and lifted his 
hand to shield his eyes from the sun. His expression flickered as he observed 
the dragon approaching. “Girls!” he barked. “Get back inside. That’s a dragon!” 
Incredulous, he watched them running foolishly toward the water. Had they 
forgotten yesterday already? 

The twins and Seth stopped running and turned together, guilty looks on 
their faces. 

“What’s his problem?” asked Seth out of the corner of his mouth. 

“Tell you later,” muttered Thisbe. Reluctantly they inched back to Alex and 
the mansion door. 

“Dragons,” Alex repeated, giving them a look. “Fire breathing. Carnivorous. 
Please tell me you grasp the severity of this situation?” 

“But it’s one of our dragons, isn’t it?” asked Fifer meekly. “It seems safe.” 

“Inside,” repeated Alex firmly, and the girls moved to the threshold directly 
behind him. Seth trailed after them, even though he didn’t have to. 

Lani Haluki watched the interaction between Alex and the girls from the 
window and frowned. She rolled to the door and slipped in and out among the 
Artimeans who'd gathered. She went past the girls and Seth, past Alex, and 
headed to the lawn near Simber. 

Thisbe and Fifer hung on to the doorframe and watched Lani. “Lani and 
Simber will protect us,” Fifer said. She bit her lip nervously—would Alex start 
yelling again? 

“Please, Alex,” added Thisbe. “Can’t we go back out?” 

Alex turned sharply and silenced them with a look. Then he turned back to 
the water. The approach of the dragons on this Day of Remembrance made the 
painful events of the past come alive again for him, and they were all too 
jagged and real. He trained a discerning eye on the ice-blue dragon’s wings, 
which he'd helped construct and bring to life before the final battle. Despite 


being marked with scars, they were still beautiful, though clearly too small 
now to carry the beast for much longer. It was just as Alex had predicted. He 
was certain that Hux must’ve remembered his promise to make larger wings— 
why else would he return? 

A lump rose to his throat, and he glanced down at his left arm. It had been 
his spell-casting arm, but now he was unable to grip a single magical 
component with those fingers or perform any component-less spell with that 
hand. Chances were Alex wouldn't be able to keep his promise to the growing 
creature—not now. Not without help. After a moment he turned slowly and 
glanced through the open door into the mansion, watching as more people of 
Artimeé descended from their rooms, and he wished for the familiar sight of 
the woman he loved. Sky would know what to do, he thought. But Sky wasn’t 
here. 

“Please, Alex,” said Thisbe again, and that brought him back. She grabbed 
her brother's wrist and hung on him. “Come on. Nothing fun like this has ever 
happened before.” 

Alex took in a measured breath and gave her a grim smile, refusing to argue 
with her out here in front of everybody. Something in her expression made 
him catch his breath. Her serious look resembled their mother’s in that 
moment, with her rare black piercing eyes and exotic features. His sisters 
would never remember that look—their parents had been killed by a falling 
wall in Quill when Thisbe and Fifer were barely a year old. Their mother had 
died protecting the girls. 

“Sorry to break it to you,” he said lightly, pulling out of Thisbe’s grasp, “but 
danger isn’t fun. However, if you want to do something useful, why don’t you 
and Fifer zip over to the Island of Shipwrecks and find Aaron. See if he'll 
come. Hux won't be able to fly much longer without new wings. And I’m... | 
can’t do the job properly.” He lifted his chin almost angrily when he said it, 
then strode toward Simber and Lani and the visitors. 

Thisbe sighed. Neither she nor Fifer made a move to get Aaron. They 
looked on in awe as the beautiful black coiled water dragon, Pan, came ashore. 
The renowned ruler of the sea was dedicated to tirelessly guarding the waters 
that surrounded the seven islands of their world. She also kept a protective eye 
on its sea creatures, including Spike Furious, who was Alex’s own magically 
intuitive whale, and Karkinos, the giant crab island who lived just offshore, 
among others. 


The two dragons touched snouts, and the witnesses around them held their 
breath as the larger black dragon nuzzled the adolescent ice blue. They spoke 
in a strange language of their own. But the conversation didn’t sound soothing 
or lovely in any way. It sounded harsh and panicked. 

As Alex and Lani approached them, Hux turned. The young dragon was 
trembling. Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth hopped off the step and crept forward so 
they could hear. 

“It’s nice to see you as always, dear Pan,” said Alex. He turned to the ice 
blue. “And you, Hux. A heartfelt welcome back.” He hesitated, then held his 
fist out for the dragon to sniff, as he’d done years ago. “You remember me, 
don’t you? Are you here for new wings?” 

The ice blue bowed his head in greeting, and when he spoke, his words 
were soft. “Greetings, Alex,” he said. “These wings have served me well until 
recently. You are correct—they are too small now for me to fly very far. But... 
I'm afraid new wings are not the only things I need.” He looked at his mother, 
whose solemn face had taken on an expression of deep concern. 

“Oh?” asked Alex, his voice immediately guarded. “What else can I do for 
you?” 

“I...” Hux faltered and dropped his gaze. “I hate to ask it, coming here 
after all these years.” 

Pan nudged him. “You must tell Alex what you've just told me,” she said, 
her voice regal. “He will answer in truth.” 

Alex studied the dragons, growing warier by the second. 

Hux raised his head, giving Alex a sorrowful look. “I’ve been sent here to... 
ah, that is...” He trailed off, then snorted, unintentionally sending sparks 
shooting from his nostrils and singeing the leaves of a nearby willow tree that 
hung over the water. “I need you to come with me to the land of the dragons.” 

Lani looked at Alex. 

The head mage blinked. “You... ’m sorry. What?” 

“Please. Come with me. I wouldn't ask if it wasn’t for a reason of grave 
importance.” 

Even though he’d been wondering for years where the land of the dragons 
was, Alex was already shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s going to be 
possible. I’m sorry.” 

“But you must come,” implored Hux. 

“Why?” asked Alex, growing irritated. “Explain yourself.” 


Hux closed his eyes and gave a ragged sigh, as if he’d been through a battle. 
Everyone around them became quiet, waiting to hear his response. Finally the 
dragon opened his eyes and looked at Alex, completely dejected. “Because if 
you don’t come, my sister Arabis the orange will be killed.” 





The Dragons’ Plight 


As Alex began firing questions at the dragon, Thisbe glanced at Fifer and Seth, 
her eyes wide. Her bangs blew up off her forehead in the breeze. “Arabis the 
orange,” she whispered. “She’s the one who gave us rides when we were little, 
right?” 

Seth nodded. Although he’d only been three at the time, he remembered a 
little more about the final battle and the dragons than the girls did, as they'd 
barely been two when it had happened. But they'd all heard the stories dozens 
of times. 

The three edged closer, weaving among the thickening crowd of Artiméans 
who continued to gather as word spread about the visiting dragons. 

Meanwhile, not far off in the lagoon, the twins’ former caretaker, Crow, 
drew up to the sandy shore standing on a sleek board boat and jumped to 
land. He tossed his paddle in the sand, then pulled the smooth, shiny board 
out of the water and left it next to the paddle. Then he started jogging up the 
shoreline toward the gathering. When he drew close, he spied the girls and 
made his way over to them. 

“What's going on?” he whispered. “That one’s Hux, isn’t it? Where are the 
rest of them?” Crow’s long, dark brown hair was pulled back in a knot at the 
nape of his neck, and his brown skin glistened with spray and sweat. Once a 


scrawny boy from Warbler who had escaped Queen Eagala’s reign, he was now 
twenty-three and had managed to put some muscles on his tall, slim frame. 
But his personality remained unchanged. He was a gentle homebody who 
didn’t apologize for avoiding the art of magic. He just didn’t care for it, unlike 
nearly everyone else in Artimé. 

“Yes, it’s Hux,” said Fifer. “He told Alex and Lani that Arabis the orange 
will die if Alex doesn’t go with him! Shh.” 

They listened. 

“Tm not sure I understand,” Alex was saying. “Who could possibly be 
powerful enough to kill a dragon? Perhaps you should start from the 
beginning. What’s happened to all of you?” 

“Tm sorry. I shall explain.” The dragon's voice wasn’t as deep as the children 
expected from a dragon, but it was definitely loud enough for them to hear. 
“Several years ago,” Hux began, “shortly after we left this world of the seven 
islands and made our way to the land of the dragons, we were captured and 
taken as slaves—all five of us.” 

Lani gasped. “What? How?” 

“Slaves?” exclaimed Alex. “I thought the wings were supposed to keep you 
safe as you journeyed there.” 

Hux nodded his oversized head as Pan looked on, anguished. “They were. 
But they didn’t. Well, they got us there safely, but . . ” He glanced at Pan, who 
gave him a warning look. Pan had always been very secretive, and it appeared 
that she was going to continue to be that way. 

“And only you've escaped?” asked Alex. 

“No,” said Hux impatiently. “I havent escaped at all. As I said, I... I've 
been sent to fetch you.” 

Alex shook his head, puzzled. “What? Why? Sent by whom?” He glanced at 
Lani, who appeared as puzzled as he. 

“Our wings are failing now that we are growing too heavy for them, you 
see,” said Hux, looking rattled. “Some of us are already completely grounded. 
Well, all of us, except me. If we can’t fly, we are useless to our master, and by 
that logic, we ought to be killed. Since I’m the smallest and still able to fly, I 
convinced the Revinir to send me to fetch you so you can make new wings for 
me and the others.” 

“The Revinir?” asked Alex. “Who is that?” 


“The one who took us captive. The most powerful being in the land of the 
dragons. Even the king serves under the Revinir’s rule.” Hux swung his head 
around to look behind him, as if he were afraid the being would somehow 
magically appear. With his neck outstretched, Fifer and Thisbe and the others 
nearby could see striped scars on the bare patches of his skin where the scales 
had worn away. 

Puzzled, Lani stepped in. “Are you saying that the land of the dragons is 
ruled by someone other than . . . dragons?” 

“It is now, I’m afraid,” said Hux. “If I don’t return with Alex, Arabis will be 
killed first. Then the others, too, Pm sure.” He looked imploringly from Alex 
to his mother and back to Alex again. “And then me, when my wings are 
useless.” 

The crowd whispered. 

“Please help us, Alex. We need you to create new wings for us—all of us.” 

“Why—so you can continue being slaves?” Alex asked. “Don’t you think 
that’s a little bit crazy?” 

The dragon flinched. “It’s better than the alternative.” 

“And what happens if I do accompany you and make new wings for 
everyone? Do you believe this Revinir overlord will allow you to freely take me 
back home? And then expect you to return to be enslaved again?” 

Hux bowed his head, looking miserable. “’'m—I’m afraid I can’t predict 
that. I imagine the Revinir will threaten the lives of my siblings until I return 
from that trip as well. But I will do everything in my power to get you here 
safely.” 

Lani reached out and put her hand on the dragon's neck. “I believe you 
will,” she said. 

Alex frowned. “Something's very troubling about all of this.” For the first 
time in the conversation he sought out Simber. He held the giant cat’s gaze for 
a long moment, numerous untold conversations happening in that one look. 
The cat’s face reflected Alex’s skepticism, making the mage even more 
reluctant to help. 

Thisbe and Fifer exchanged a fearful glance. The beloved dragon from their 
past was in danger of being killed, and it didn’t seem like their brother was 
going to do anything for her. For the first time in their memory, here was an 
adventure for Artime. A chance to help, being handed to them. A chance for 
the girls to witness their brother’s magical power instead of being hidden from 


it. To see his generosity in action instead of just hearing stories about it. And 
Alex wasn’t having it. 

To Fifer and Thisbe, this was sadly predictable—the Alex they knew was 
overly cautious and seemed to hate adventure. But the stories about the old 
days had painted a different picture of him. Compared to those brave tales, his 
hesitation to help seemed strange. But all of those stories had happened before 
Alex’s devastating fight with Queen Eagala of Warbler. And before Thisbe and 
Fifer had become, well, a menace to society. Alex wasn’t that person anymore, 
partly because of them. As if they were thinking the exact same thing, the two 
exchanged guilty looks. 

“Al,” prompted Lani. 

Alex glanced at her, a flash of agony in his eyes before he looked away. 
“Lani, I don’t know about this. It’s not that simple. And it feels like a trap. If I 


get involved . . . were asking for trouble. There’s no guarantee I'll make it 
home again.” He shook his head again. “I can’t do that to my sisters or to 
Artime. Not this time. Besides . . .” He glanced at his arm, then said quietly, 
“You know.” 


Lani shook her head, as if refusing to decipher his intended meaning. “Let's 
at least talk about it,” she said. 

“Well, of course we'll talk. I can do that much.” Alex sighed and looked 
sadly at Hux and Pan. “But I’m going to be brutally honest. Pm not sure I can 
help you.” 

Hux didn’t hide the alarmed look on his face, but Pan bowed her regal 
head. “We understand,” she said. “Perhaps it was too much to ask.” 

“You must never be afraid to ask,” said Lani. 

“TIl think about your request,” Alex promised, “and we'll fashion new wings 
for Hux tonight. I'll give you my answer in the morning. You are both 
welcome to remain here as long as you like.” 

Hux seemed unable to speak in that moment, so Pan spoke for him. “Thank 
you,” she said in a soft voice. “We'll take to the lagoon until you've had a 
chance to consider my children’s predicament.” 

Alex’s face flickered. Pan most certainly felt as passionate about her 
children’s safety as he did for Fifer’s and Thisbe’s. He hoped that meant she 
would understand his position. He nodded to the dragons, ending the 
discussion. Then he turned around and marched through the crowd as people 


stepped aside to get out of his way. Catching sight of his sisters, Alex gave 
them a disapproving glance. “Did you fetch Aaron like I told you?” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened. She grabbed Fifer’s hand. “We're going right now,” 
she said. Leaving Seth stuck in the crowd, the girls ran ahead of Alex into the 
mansion and darted up the stairs to the same magical hallway they'd gone 
down before. 

The hall was wide and tall, with huge wooden beams and a dark wood 
floor. They ran past two mysterious doors, the contents of which perhaps only 
Alex knew, then past the doors to Alex’s living quarters on the left and the 
Museum of Large opposite it. When they neared Alex’s office on the left, 
where they had gotten yelled at the previous day, they turned right instead, 
into the little kitchenette across from it. From there they went straight for the 
large glass tube in the corner. They squeezed inside it together, and Fifer 
pressed the blue button in a row of colors. 

Instantly the girls’ world went dark for a second or two. And when it 
became light again, they were looking upon a completely different landscape. 
Indeed, they were on a completely different island, far from home—it would 
take several days’ journey by ship to get here. How they loved the convenience 
of magic. 

While Quill, with Artimé on its southern border, made up the middle 
island of the seven in this world, this one was called the Island of Shipwrecks, 
and it was the easternmost island of the narrow triangular chain. This island 
had once been ruled by a constant hurricane. Back then it had been stark and 
ugly, but now the sun shone six days out of seven on a maze of rock structures, 
with blooming flower beds and gardens all around. And there were no signs of 
shipwrecks anywhere, but the girls knew there had been several once upon a 
time. There were still some under the water that they had explored many 
times. 

Fifer and Thisbe stepped out of the tube and ran down the path toward the 
rock structures. “Grandfathers,” Fifer called out melodiously, sweeping one 
particularly wavy lock of hair out of her face. It bounced back annoyingly. 
“Are you home?” 

Thisbe, who was quite a bit less musical than Fifer, hollered for her brother. 
“Aaron! Where are you?” They continued on and soon entered a large covered 
stone shelter, which held a maze of rooms. Automatically they turned down 
the hallway that led to the greenhouse, where they knew they were bound to 


find someone. There, hunched over a box of strangely colored gourds, was 
Alex’s identical twin. 

Aaron looked up at the noise, and his smile spread and lit up his tired eyes. 
He set down the two gourds he was holding and opened his arms wide. The 
girls went to him to give him a hug. Before he could ask what had brought 
them there, they began talking over one another. 

“Were you able to fix Panther?” Thisbe asked anxiously. “Please say yes.” 

“You've got to come quickly!” said Fifer. “The young dragons are back!” 
Impatiently she wet her fingers and tucked the obstinate lock of hair behind 
one ear, securing it this time. 

“Whoa,” said Aaron, laughing a little. He addressed Thisbe first. “Yes, I just 
came back from fixing Panther.” 

“So she’s okay?” asked Thisbe anxiously. 

“She’s perfectly alive and almost as good as new. You made a clean break, so 
she went back together pretty seamlessly. Ha-ha. Get it? Joke.” 

Thisbe grinned. She still felt terrible about hitting the beast, but Aaron 
almost always made her feel better about everything. “Thank you so much,” she 
said, relieved. 

“Now what’s this about the young dragons?” asked Aaron, turning to Fifer. 

“Only one, actually. Hux, the ice blue,” said Fifer. “He says the Revinir is 
going to kill Arabis the orange.” 

“Alex needs you to help with Hux’s wings,” said Thisbe. “Can you come?” 

“You've got to help us save the dragons, Aaron!” 

Puzzled as he was, Aaron waited for them to finish. When they quieted, he 
spoke reassuringly. “More excitement in Artimé? That’s a rare treat. Let’s go see 
what it’s all about.” 

He dusted his soiled hands on his pants and started making his way 
through the stone structure. The girls moved quickly to keep up with his long 
strides. As they neared the exit, Aaron stopped at the mouth of another 
hallway. He shouted down it, “I’m running over to Artime again! Back soon.” 

The only reply was the startled cry of a newborn, followed by a woman's 


sigh. 





Living LiFe in Peace 


Whoops.” Aaron cringed and stopped outside the stone entrance. “Still getting 
used to this. You go on ahead,” he said to his sisters. “Tell Alex Pm right 
behind you. And... PII pick up some supplies on the way.” 

“Hurry!” said Thisbe. 

“Bring the baby with you,” Fifer suggested. 

“I will likely do just that,” said Aaron. “See you in a bit.” 

Thisbe and Fifer headed outside and ran to the tube, then whizzed back to 
the mansion. By the time they made it downstairs, they found the various 
leaders of Artime rushing about. Among them was the beloved, albeit strange- 
looking octogator named Ms. Octavia, the art instructor, who had an alligator 
head and an octopus body. Her fake glasses sat askew on her long snout. When 
she walked, her eight tentacles moved in a rhythmic, almost hypnotic pattern 
that made her appear as though she were skimming the ground. 

A few flower petals floated through the hallway outside the octogator’s 
classroom, stirred up by the scurrying. The girls followed Ms. Octavia toward 
the room and found Seth hanging on the doorframe, looking in. 

“What's happening?” asked Thisbe. 

“They’re starting on the new wings,” said Seth. “Where’s Aaron?” 


“Coming,” said Thisbe. 


Fifer added, “He woke up Daniel so he went back to get him.” 

“Oh.” Seth sniffed. He had two younger siblings and wasn’t impressed with 
babies. 

Not far inside the room, Crow overheard their conversation and looked up 
from an enormous, colorful pile of flower petals, from which he was carefully 
plucking the light blue ones. “Oh good,” he said. “I'll watch the baby while 
Aaron does whatever magical junk he’s got to do over there.” Crow pointed his 
elbow toward the large table at the center of the room, where Ms. Octavia, 
Lani, and Alex stood. 

At the word “magical,” Fifer and Thisbe instantly turned to see if they 
could catch someone doing something. The two had had an uncanny ability 
from a young age to learn new spells easily just by witnessing them, which was 
why Alex had tried so hard to keep people from doing magic near them. Still, 
the girls had learned to sneak around to catch mages in action, unaware. 

As children they hadn’t known when it was proper to use those magic 
spells. Now, of course, they knew better. And they had pretty good control of 
the learned ones. It was the uncontrollable magic that came from deep inside 
them that was the problem—and that problem was a big one, obviously. So 
Alex stubbornly continued shielding them. It was most annoying. 

The twins watched as Ms. Octavia spread out a large sheet of paper in front 
of her. With two of her tentacles, she swiftly drew a plan for the wings while 
Alex stood by, pointing out a few changes that he wanted the octogator to 
make. 

Thisbe sidled closer to the table to get a better view of what the art 
instructor was doing, while Fifer and Seth helped Crow dig for more light 
blue petals. 

A few minutes later Aaron strode in, his son Daniel wrapped in a blanket 
in one arm, apparently asleep again. Aaron had several long, thick vines 
draped over his opposite shoulder. They dragged behind him on the floor. 

“What are those vines for?” Thisbe whispered to Fifer. 

Fifer and Seth shrugged. They all watched as the brothers greeted each 
other and Alex filled Aaron in on everything that had happened. The two 
young men had once been nearly impossible to tell apart, but it was easy 
enough for people to do so now. Alex was rarely seen without the colorful robe 
of the head mage. He wore his dark brown wavy hair longer than Aaron, who 
kept his cropped short. Up close, Aaron had a distinct scar between his 


eyebrows and another on his forehead from a shipwreck some months before 
the big battle. And Alex, of course, had lost the use of his left arm. 

When Crow, Seth, and Fifer finished sorting through the pile of petals, 
they gathered up the light blue ones and carried them over to Alex and the 
others, who were talking earnestly about the structure of the wings. Thisbe 
tagged along so she could get an even closer look at what they were doing. So 
far, no one had done any magic. 

Still holding the baby, Aaron struggled to lay out one of the vines on the 
table. Crow set his load of petals down on a free work surface nearby and 
offered to take Daniel so Aaron could use both hands. Aaron gratefully passed 
the baby to him and bent low over the table, artfully sculpting the vines 
according to the outline of the dragon wings. 

Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth hung around for a few more minutes, watching. 
Silently they wondered if Alex would start talking about the potential journey 
with Hux to make wings for the other dragons, but the adults were intently 
focused on the task before them and didn’t discuss it. 

Soon Fifer and Seth grew bored and went outside to the lawn. Thisbe 
lingered a few more moments, hoping to catch some magic in action, but then 
Alex noticed her watching them. He raised an eyebrow and shooed her out of 
the room. Reluctantly Thisbe went outside too. 

Most of the people of Artimé had dispersed by now to do whatever they 
normally did on the Day of Remembrance. Some spent a few moments in the 
hospital ward to thank Henry Haluki and Seth’s mother and the other healers, 
or remember a friend or loved one who'd spent their last moments there. 
Others paid their respects at the new memorial fountain at the far end of the 
lawn, where the giant rock from the jungle had once shielded all the orange- 
eyed children and the twins and Seth from the pirates and Queen Eagala’s 
warriors. Thisbe had a slight memory of that because of Fifer screaming and 
destroying a huge flock of Queen Eagala’s magical eye-pecking ravens, which 
went up in a cloud of smoke. Ever since then, Fifer had been able to call flocks 
of birds to come to her . . . but unfortunately she hadnt figured out yet what 
to do with the birds once they came. Thisbe shuddered thinking about them. 
Only two things really freaked out Thisbe: heights, and Fifer’s creepy, useless 
birds. 

As they strolled along the shore of Artime, Thisbe and Fifer told Seth 
about what had happened in the jungle. Seth didn’t seem sorry to have been at 


Magical Warrior Training during that adventure. 

They stopped at their favorite spot to sit and looked out over the sparkling 
sea. The two dragons had retreated to the lagoon at the edge of the jungle to 
wait for Alex’s decision and Hux’s wings, so the children were quite alone. 
Thisbe sprawled out on the lawn and plucked a long piece of mint grass to 
chew on. Fifer sat down a bit more carefully on her left, and Seth followed 
Fifer’s lead, not wanting to get grass stains on his vest. 

“Do you remember the dragons from before?” asked Thisbe. “From when we 
were young?” 

“I remember the stories about them,” said Fifer. “But I’m not sure if I 
actually remember them. Or being with them.” 

“I do,” said Seth. “We stood right down there by the water and watched 
them swim and fly around. What about you, Thiz?” 

Thisbe shook her head. “Sometimes I imagine | do—I can see the stories in 
my head almost as if they were real. But all I can actually remember about 
those days were those awful black ravens attacking us. I was severely 
traumatized. I hate birds.” 

Fifer whooped uncharacteristically at the mention of the ravens—she’d 
ended their existence with a scream, or so the story went. After her whoop, 
the children heard the distinct tinkling of glass. Fifer cringed. “Oops. I was 
trying to call the birds.” 

“Please don't,” said Thisbe, rolling her eyes. 

One of the mansion windows opened and a perspiring chef from the 
kitchen leaned his head out. “Fifer, please!” 

“Sorry!” said Fifer. “What did I break?” 

“Two hundred water glasses,” said the chef, glaring. 

“Is everyone okay?” Fifer asked meekly. 

“This time, yes.” 

Fifer knew the chefs would never stay mad at her or Thisbe. The two had 
been helping out in the kitchen since they first came to Artime as nameless 
one-year-olds. They would spend hours with Crow sending up room service 
meals and snacks through the tubes to the people of Artimé. And the girls 
never got mad or upset working in the kitchen, so the chefs had little to 
fear... other than occasional exploding glass when they least expected it. 

“TIl come in and clean it up,” Fifer offered. 


The chef waved her off with a dish towel. “Just try to stop doing it,” he 
blustered, and closed the window, continuing to grumble. 

Seth leaned back on an elbow, eager to continue the conversation. “Is that 
all you remember about the big battle, Thiz? You don’t remember killing the 
pirate captain?” 

Thisbe frowned. She hated having that image in her head. Hated how she 
couldn’t stop thinking about it when people brought it up. And it was an 
especially tender topic after what had happened yesterday with Panther. “No,” 
she said tersely. “I was two.” 

“Well, you did it, you know.” 

“Yeah, Seth, I know.” 

Seth’s face grew puzzled. The twins lapsed into an uncomfortable silence, 
looking at the sky. Around them colorful platyprots repeated snatches of 
conversations they'd overheard around the grounds. “I know, I know, I know,” 
said one nearby. It exploded into giggles. The three friends barely noticed, 
having grown up surrounded by them. 

“So... what’s the matter?” Seth asked Thisbe, feeling uneasy. He could 
argue with Fifer and not feel too bad about it, but he didn’t like it when 
Thisbe was mad at him. And not just because she might accidentally blow him 
to bits with her crazy killer magic. 

She looked at him crossly. “Nothing.” 

Fifer rolled to her side and wrapped a protective arm around her sister’s 
waist. “Nothing,” she echoed. She hardly realized she'd said it, for the two 
often echoed each other without intending to. But both girls knew what was 
wrong. Thisbe didn’t like talking about the fact that she had killed someone— 
an actual human—at the age of two. She didn’t even like thinking about it. It 
made her feel weird . . . and really very awful. She'd also nearly killed others in 
her younger years, including Alex, almost effortlessly with magic that was 
beyond her control. It was terribly unsettling, but it just happened sometimes 
when she didn’t want it to... like with Panther. 

As she thought about it, Thisbe didn’t really blame Alex for being strict, 
even though it made her feel bad that he didn’t trust her. And it wasn’t at all 
fun that he’d had to stifle the twins’ creativity and magical abilities for the 
safety of the people, but she could see why it had been necessary when they 
were younger. Even though stifling creativity went against everything Artimé 
stood for, it had seemed a fair enough trade when lives were at stake. 


But now they were the same age Lani had been when she came to Artimé 
and began to learn magic. Fifer had begged their brother incessantly to let 
them start Magical Warrior Training early, alongside Seth and the other 
thirteen-year-olds. She kept arguing that Florence, the Magical Warrior 
trainer, could help them figure out their strange brand of dangerous magic 
and learn to control it. But Alex kept digging his feet in, saying they had to 
take responsibility for their actions and learn self-control first. Besides, he 
often argued, becoming a mage in the traditional sense brought with it a 
whole slew of problems, one of which was being forced to grow up really fast 
and make some very difficult decisions. It had happened to Alex, and he didn’t 
wish the same thing on his sisters. In fact, it almost seemed like he’d rather 
they didn’t do any magic at all. Ever. 

But that was impossible. So even though the girls weren’t supposed to 
practice the few odd noncomponent spells that they'd picked up by 
observation, they did it anyway, in secret. And now that Seth had earned his 
component vest and was learning what all the different components were for 
and how to use them, Thisbe and Fifer couldn’t wait for him to teach them. 

At least that would give them something to do. Because Thisbe and Fifer 
were bored out of their skulls. They’d done everything nonmagical they could 
possibly do on a small magical island. They were expert swimmers since the 
age of four and could hold their breath underwater for seven minutes like the 
other mages. They'd been good gardeners since they were six thanks to chief 
healer Henry Haluki, and their adopted grandfathers—Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato 
—three old shipwrecked scientists with whom Aaron, Kaylee, and Daniel lived 
on the Island of Shipwrecks. The girls were pros, thanks to Aaron, at inventing 
unnecessary machines that cluttered the hallways of the mansion, and experts 
at riding Simber despite Thisbe’s fear of heights, thanks to the winged-cheetah 
statue himself taking pity on the bored girls. And they had pretty good knife 
skills after chopping thousands upon thousands of vegetables alongside 
Artime’s chefs. 

They had also explored every inch of the land of Quill, which took up the 
larger, northern part of the island that was adjacent to where Artime’s 
mansion, lawn, and jungle were situated. Quill was much less desolate now 
than it had been when Alex was growing up. Before the final battle, it had 
been destroyed by a terrible fire, but Alex had rebuilt it magically, so there 
were lots of rocks and cliffs and a beautiful lighthouse to visit. And it was no 


longer ruled by a tyrant, so it was safe to go there. Now, Lani and Henry 
Haluki’s father, Gunnar, was in charge, and he continued to slowly impress 
upon the people of Quill that there were much smarter and more humane 
ways of being a great nation than sending creative children to their deaths. 

The girls had also visited Warbler Island to the west, where Queen Eagala 
had once tormented her people by taking away their ability to speak and 
marked them as slaves by changing their eye color to orange. There were lots 
of caves and tunnels there, but Thisbe and Fifer had been in all of them. 
Warbler was where Sky was now, helping her mother, Copper, who'd stepped 
in to lead the people after Queen Eagala’s death. 

They'd been to Karkinos, the crab island, many times—only when Magical 
Warrior Training was not in session there, of course—visiting with the unusual 
legendary creatures who lived there, like the sea monster named Issie, who had 
been searching forlornly for her baby for over seven hundred years. Thisbe and 
Fifer had helped her search, to no avail. 

And the girls had been to the Island of Shipwrecks through the tube 
countless times to visit Aaron, Kaylee, and the grandfathers. And while there 
was a lot of weird collected junk to investigate inside the rock structures, and 
some shipwrecks underwater to look at, it could only keep Fifer and Thisbe 
satisfied for so long. 

They wanted more. They wanted to do magic without having to hide it. 
They wanted to figure out exactly what strange, incredible things they were 
capable of and actually practice them, not stifle their abilities. Why wouldn't 
Alex see that they were ready? 

Thisbe chewed her mint grass thoughtfully. Despite her deep longing to do 
magic freely for once in her life without getting yelled at, she still hated that 
she had the ability to kill someone. And she would never, ever purposely use 
that kind of magic again, now that she understood it . . . if she could help it. 
The incident with Panther had scared her. The creature was too close to 
human. And even though Panther was okay now, Thisbe couldn’t stop feeling 
terrible about it. 

She had to make up for it somehow. “Why can’t you do something good 
with your uncontrollable magic for once? Do you always have to be so 
destructive?” Thisbe cringed, remembering Alex’s words. Maybe it wasn’t 
possible. But if it was, they had to prove it to him. 


How to do that was another problem. Lying here on the grass, thinking 
things through, Thisbe was starting to understand Alex’s point—she needed to 
figure out how to control her natural magic so he could trust her. And she 
needed to do something good with it for a change. Something Alex would be 
proud of, instead of angry about. 

Thisbe sighed. She would talk to Fifer about all of this later, when Seth 
wasn't around. Maybe doing something good really was the answer to earning 
Alex’s trust . . . and making up for the accident with Panther. Maybe it would 
even lead to better control. 

Maybe. 

But for now the dilemma remained. The two most magical people in the 
history of Artime were completely untrained, stifled by a stubborn brother 
who seemed nothing like the adventurous leader they’d heard so many stories 
about, and reliant upon their own devices if they were ever going to see some 
excitement. They could only handle lying around being good for so long before 
something had to be done about that. 

As Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth wrestled with their thoughts, Thisbe turned her 
attention to the dragons in the lagoon, who awaited Alex’s answer. Sadly, she 
had a feeling she knew exactly what that answer would be. 





Weighing Risks 


That night at dinner, Fifer and Thisbe saw Alex sitting with Lani and Samheed 
Burkesh, who was the theater instructor. The three were deep in conversation, 
no doubt talking about whether to help Hux. 

At a long table nearby, Henry Haluki, Lani’s younger brother and the chief 
healer of Artimé, sat with a young man of a similar age named Thatcher. With 
them were a group of new Unwanteds who'd been sent to Artimé from Quill. 
Even after peace had come to the island and magic had covered Quill, some of 
the people there still insisted on purging their creative offspring once a year, 
cutting ties with them and sending them to Artimé. The practice had troubled 
Henry horribly, so he’d set out to make the transition less traumatic for the 
newcomers. From the time he and Thatcher were barely twenty, they began 
adopting Unwanteds, and now they had quite a large family. 

The twin girls also spotted Seth sitting with his family across the room. 
They waved to him but headed to Alex’s table. 

“I thought you'd take dinner up in your living quarters because of the Day 
of Remembrance,” Thisbe said to Alex, interrupting the conversation. She and 
Fifer greeted Samheed and Lani. Both girls eyed the empty space next to Lani, 
wanting to sit there. Fifer was closer, so she casually slipped into the seat, 


giving Thisbe a triumphant look. 


Thisbe sat down between Samheed and Alex. “What are you talking 
about?” 

“We're talking about what to do with Hux,” said Lani. “Whether to help 
him or not.” 

Alex flashed Lani an annoyed look, but she stared Alex down. “The girls are 
old enough to hear this. They’re not babies anymore, Al. They’re the same age I 
was when we fought our first battle.” 

“True,” said Samheed. 

“You were nearly thirteen by the time the battle began,” Alex pointed out. 
“They’re just barely twelve.” 

“A few months’ difference,” Lani scofted, and waved him off. “And they’re a 
lot more mature than I was at their age. Lighten up. We're just talking about 
what to do. It’s a teaching moment, right, Sam?” 

Fifer and Thisbe exchanged a glance but stayed silent. Samheed did too, but 
he wore a strained smile that conveyed his tolerance of Alex and Lani’s 
frequent spats, and he wisely refused to jump into the middle of it. 

Alex gave up and continued the conversation. “Well, I’m decided. I wish we 
could help them—I really do. But it’s too dangerous. I can’t go with Hux.” 

“I disagree,” Lani said vehemently. 

“Of course you do,” said Alex, looking tired. 

Lani leaned forward. “Since when do you refuse to help anyone who came 
here asking for it? That’s so unlike the Alex I once knew. What if, way back 
when, youd decided it was too dangerous to rescue Samheed and me on 
Warbler Island? We'd still be stuck there, thorn necklaces and all, with your 
favorite person, Queen Eagala, in charge. And the pirates would have captured 
all the sea creatures by now and taken over these islands, including Artime, I'll 
bet. You'd have never found Sky’s mother, or been able to save Karkinos, or 
met Ishibashi, or even rescued Aaron so we could overthrow Gondoleery 
Rattrapp if you hadn’t taken that first daring step of saving us.” She shook her 
head, exasperated. “I know we haven't met anybody in a long time who needed 
help, but what’s stopping you now?” 

Alex glared at her. Then he lifted his useless arm and let it fall to the table 
with a startling thump. “What do you think?” he muttered. 

“Great.” Samheed closed his eyes briefly. “Here we go again.” 

“Besides,” said Alex, ignoring him, “I can’t make the wings alone. I can’t do 
it at all. Aaron might be able to... ,” he began, but shook his head. “No. He 


can't draw well enough—he’d need either me to guide him or Octavia there to 
sketch the wings. But that’s beside the point. He won't risk it.” 

“Won't he?” asked Lani. She looked around the dining room. “Where is he, 
anyway—did he go back home already? I didn’t have a chance to hold the little 
monster.” Lani’s face grew sad for an instant, then cleared. 

“Yes, he went back. And no, he won’t go anywhere—not with Kaylee and 
the baby needing him right now. Not with the grandfathers counting on him. 
There are just way too many uncertainties. We don’t even know where the land 
of the dragons is or how to get there.” 

“Why don’t you ask Hux?” asked Samheed. 

“I did. But dragon law forbids him from telling me.” Alex narrowed his 
eyes, looking even more skeptical. 

Lani sighed. “So you're going to let five young, beautiful dragons be killed 
because of your bum arm. You still haven’t gotten over that? Wow. I’m really 
disappointed in you, Alex. If I could do the drawing and that kind of magic, 
I'd go myself.” 

“It’s more complicated than that. You heard Hux—he said the dragons are 
slaves. And when I went out later to measure him, he told me that this Revinir 
person uses them to transport people and goods, which is why he wants their 
wings fixed. But it gives me a bad feeling. If the dragons are slaves, do you 
really think the Revinir will let one of them go free again to bring me home? I 
don’t buy it.” 

Lani stared hard at Alex, thinking. “The Revi— What is it again?” 

“Revinir.” 

“The Revinir could hold the same threat over the dragon that brings you 
back, I suppose, to guarantee it returns.” 

“That’s what Hux said,” Alex admitted. “But if they can all fly again, with 
wings more their size, it seems like they'd have a better chance of making a 
break for it. They’re dragons after all. How hard can it be to fight off this ruler 
person? Can't they just torch the crud out of him?” 

“That's a good question,” Lani said finally. “Maybe the Revinir isn’t a 
person.” 

“Well, that just makes it even more uncertain. And I have the twins to 
think about. They’ve already lost their parents—there’s no way I’m going to 
risk abandoning them.” He frowned, then glanced at the girls. As much as they 
frustrated him, he loved them fiercely, and now that he had them in his life, he 


would always choose them above anything else. He never wanted them to feel 
like he’d felt when he was their age. 

“Of course that’s a good reason,” Lani conceded. “Especially since we don’t 
really know who we're dealing with.” 

They ate thoughtfully for a moment; then Alex swallowed and set his fork 
down. “Look,” he said, softer now. “I'll test Hux’s new wings tonight to make 
sure they’re working properly. Then I'll attach them in the morning so he can 
go back, or fly free, or whatever he decides to do. And TIl rack my brain all 
night to come up with a safe way to do this. And if I think of something, I'll 
be the first one to say let’s try it. But there’s no one else available who knows 
how to do the magic. So...” he said gently, “we'll just have to do what we 
can, and hope for the best for the other dragons.” 

“But, Alex,” Lani began. 

Alex shook his head. “No. I'm sorry. That’s the end of it. I have more 
important things to take care of. Like these two.” He glanced at his sisters. “I’m 
not willing to risk anyone’s life for it. Not this time. 1... I’ve already lost way 
too much.” 





A Story to Remember 


[he finality of Alex’s decision led to a tense silence at the dinner table, which 
lasted until Crow walked up. He joined them like he often did. Automatically 
sensing the tension, he didn’t speak at first other than to nod his greeting. But 
soon the air became exceedingly uncomfortable, and since Crow didn’t care 
for uncomfortable moods, he cleared his throat. “Did Aaron and Daniel go 
back home?” 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“Oh.” His gaze swept the faces around him and rested again on Alex’s. “Any 
idea when Sky’s coming back?” Not only was Sky the love of Alex’s life, she 
was also Crow’s older sister, and the two were very close. 

“Not soon enough,” muttered Lani. 

Alex glared at her. 

Crow caught Thisbe’s gaze, and his eyes widened. His lips twitched with 
mirth, as if asking, “What have I stumbled into this time?” Thisbe returned 
Crow’s look with a dramatic paranoid stare, while Fifer shook her head the 
slightest bit to warn him. 

“Sky ... and Scarlet,” Alex said with a slight emphasis on Scarlet’s name and 
a side-eye glance at Crow, “will be gone a few more weeks. Last I heard, they’re 
about halfway through rejuvenating and repopulating the Island of Fire, and 


Sky’s figuring out how to control the island’s core temperature and maybe 
stop it from plunging underwater so often. Honestly, I still don’t understand 
why anyone would want to live there. But that’s beside the point, I suppose, as 
some clearly do.” 

“Well then,” said Crow, his face warming at the mention of Scarlet, who 
was originally from Warbler but had come to Artimé as a refugee. Crow had 
had a crush on her ever since he saw her swish her long blond hair while 
masterfully throwing a spell years ago. But he was too shy to do anything 
about it other than reach out in friendship. “That’s not much fun for us, is it. 
But I suppose my mother is enjoying spending time with Sky.” 

“I suppose.” Alex set his fork down loudly. 

“Okay . . .” Crow made a face at Fifer and quickly changed the subject. 
“So . . . girls, what story would you like us to tell on this Day of 
Remembrance?” 

Nearly everyone at the table had forgotten the tradition of the day because 
of the excitement brought by the dragons’ dilemma. The twins sat up 
straighter, and both of them immediately launched into thinking about which 
story they wanted to hear. 

Thisbe and Fifer already knew well enough that Alex had been the head 
mage of Artimé since he was fourteen, when the former head mage, Mr. 
Marcus Today, had been killed by Aaron—that was back when Aaron was evil. 
It was a story filled with battles and sacrifices and love and hatred and good 
and bad, and most of all magic. A story that would take weeks or months to 
tell in full, and which Lani had taken great care to write down in the years 
following—seven volumes worth in all. The people of Artimé often spoke of 
moments they especially remembered, and those stories had become legends 
over time. 

Thisbe and Fifer loved to hear about how Aaron had once been very bad 
and had killed Artimé’s beloved Mr. Marcus Today, because it was such a 
horrible story. It seemed so unreal and impossible when they thought of their 
loving brother and this peaceful land they lived in, that they sometimes forgot 
it was true. It occurred to Thisbe that if Aaron could have changed so much 
since those days, maybe Alex could have too. Unfortunately, Aaron would 
never tell the story, and Alex didn’t like to—he said it still hurt to think about 
and he wanted to forget it. 


But once in a while, when the girls could find Sky alone, Sky would tell it 
to them. She’d explain that Aaron had become the ruler of Quill, and how, 
when he'd killed Mr. Today, all of Artimé had disappeared because the world 
couldn’t exist without a head mage running it. Every last one of the living 
statues and creatures, like Simber and Ms. Octavia and Florence, had 
immediately ceased to be alive. Simber had plunged headlong into the sea. The 
girls knew how horrible that must have been for the great cat, for Simber 
abhorred water of any kind. It made him extremely cranky, and nobody 
wanted to be near Simber when he was cranky. 

Sky had also told them how she and Alex used to sit on the roof of the gray 
shack—the same shack that now rested in the Museum of Large—and try to 
figure out the magical clue Mr. Today had left Alex that would help him bring 
Artime back. “That time was terribly difficult for your brother,” she'd told 
them. 

“Is that when you and Alex fell in love?” Thisbe always asked, for the 
question seemed like it should be part of the story. 

“Not quite,” Sky always answered, playing along with a sly grin. 

It had been hard for Aaron, too, Sky had told them, though she hadn't 
really known him then. Fifer couldn’t picture her kind, gentle brother Aaron 
killing anybody. He was ashamed of it, he’d said once. His biggest wish was 
that he could go back to Quill when he and Alex were ten and take the blame 
for drawing in the dirt, for he had broken the law in Quill too—he just hadn’t 
been caught. That way both brothers would have been declared Unwanted and 
sent to their deaths, and they’d have magically found themselves in Artimé 
together. And maybe Aaron wouldn't have done so many things he regretted. 

But unfortunately, they hadn't known Artimé existed back then. And even 
more unfortunately, that’s not how it happened. 

It was a shocking story. But that wasn’t the one Fifer and Thisbe wanted to 
hear that night at dinner. 

“Tell us about the end of the world,” said Thisbe, her eyes bright. 

“Yes, the giant waterfall!” said Fifer. 

“Oh, my aching head,” said Crow with a groan, “that was the worst.” 

“It was a rough ride,” Samheed admitted. 

“It’s all your hero Lani’s fault,” Alex told the girls, and he darted to one side 
quickly to avoid the smack spell Lani flicked at him from across the table. 


Thisbe caught her doing it and made a mental note of how Lani had flicked 
her fingers. 

Alex continued. “She found a map of our seven islands that had an extra 
piece of land on it to the west, and since we were out that way, convinced us 
all that we should go in search of it.” 

Lani leaned in. “That’s not exactly how it happened,” she said. “But yes, we 
all as a group decided to go in search of this land, and we found ourselves being 
pulled toward a tremendous waterfall. We couldnt escape the current no 
matter how hard Spike and Simber and the squirrelicorns fought it. Soon we 
plunged right over the edge! We headed down it at top speed, turning and 
twisting and speeding along, the crew bouncing and slamming into things, 
thinking we were all about to die—” 

“And then we turned sharply again and went upside down for a long time,” 
Crow interjected. 

“Yes,” said Lani, “and we finally found ourselves thrown backward, going up 
a waterfall on the other side of the world, out beyond where Aaron lives now. 
Only back then we didn’t know where we were. It was a horrible ride. We're 
lucky we didn’t all die.” She nodded her head toward the table where Seth sat 
with his mother, Carina Holiday, his two young half siblings, and a man 
named Sean Ranger, who'd become a part of Seth’s family a few years after 
Seth’s father had been killed in Artime’s first battle. “Sean’s broken leg was 
reinjured quite seriously. Simber had to take him home.” 

Thisbe scrunched up her nose. “Why didn’t you all just jump on Simber’s 
back in the first place and let the ship go over?” 

“There wasnt room for everyone,” said Alex, perking up a little. “And a 
loyal group sticks together through the tough times. Even Simber and the 
squirrelicorns rode the waterfall, dragged over the edge with us as they held 
the ropes. Simber could have let go and flown home, but he wasn’t going to 
abandon us.” 

“And Alex could have gone with Simber,” Samheed said quietly, “but he 
stayed with the ship as well.” 

Thisbe listened, her face solemn. That was pretty brave of Alex. He had 
done a ton of good things with his magic. She glanced at him. He was staring 
at his plate, deep in thought. 

Fifer nodded emphatically. “That’s like you and me,” she said, looking at 
Thisbe. “Loyal. Kaylee says we're besties.” 


“Besties?” asked Alex, looking up. “What does that mean?” 

“Best friends,” said Fifer with authority. “Like her and Aaron, and Carina 
and Sean, and Thatcher and Henry, and Lani and Samheed, and you and Sky. 
Sometimes in love, sometimes not—that part doesn’t matter. Besties is one of 
the weird words from her world.” 

“Ah,” said Alex. By now they were familiar with Kaylee’s unusual words and 
phrases. Kaylee Jones had come from a different world, a place called North 
America, and had found herself here after sailing through a terrible storm in 
the Dragon's Triangle. And so far, no one had found a way back there. 

“What happened then?” prompted Fifer, although she knew. 

Alex continued. “Right. Well, we floated for a bit, but were soon caught in 
a hurricane and our ship wrecked—” 

“And you met our grandfathers,” said Thisbe, who loved the three old men 
dearly. They were scientists whose ship had also wrecked, though many years 
before the Unwanteds found themselves there. 

“Yes, and then—” 

“Aaron got kidnapped by pirates, and you rescued him and fought off evil 
Gondoleery Rattrapp!” said Thisbe, hopping away from the table and 
beginning to act out the fight scene. 

“Very nice footwork,” said Samheed, amused. 

Just then, Thisbe sliced the air with her hand, and the movement somehow 
magically cut a rather large slit in the table and broke Samheed’s plate in two. 
Thisbe froze. “Oops.” 

“Be careful!” said Alex. 

“She didn’t hurt anyone,” Samheed said quietly. 

Alex ignored him. “Maybe youd better sit back down when we're talking 
about fighting people. We don’t need another accident.” 

Thisbe had heard dozens of similar statements in her life. She bit her lip, 
and her body sagged. There went trying to do something good with her magic. 
“Sorry,” she muttered. She slid back into her chair. Lani shot her a sympathetic 
look. 

“But then, the big battle,” prompted Fifer, eager to move on. “And the 
dragons came and helped, right? They helped so much. Artimé never would 
have succeeded without them.” She closed her lips, looking a little smug. 

Now Lani’s mouth twitched. 


Alex gave Fifer a look. “Yes,” he said abruptly. “And that’s the end.” He 
tapped his empty plate and utensils and they folded in upon themselves until 
they were so small they disappeared. “And now I’m going to repay the dragons 
by making Hux some new wings to replace the old ones I already made as a 
favor—a giant favor—to them. So I'd say we're even.” 

“Oh, Alex,” Lani said, shaking her head. 

“Don’t start. Not today.” Alex softened. “Please.” 

Lani softened too. She understood many of the emotions Alex was 
struggling with, thinking of all the losses they'd experienced when they were 
barely older than Thisbe and Fifer. Today was not a day to bicker. “All right,” 
she said. “Fair enough.” 

They dispersed on that somber note. Samheed and Lani held hands, him 
walking and her rolling in her contraption to the tubes in the entryway. Crow 
got up to join Henry and Thatcher and their children at the long table. Alex 
slipped away to Ms. Octavia’s classroom to test Hux’s wings. A few moments 
later Thisbe and Fifer followed, sneaking into the room behind him to 
watch ... and to learn. 





A Daring Plan 


Mex lit a single small lamp in Ms. Octavia’s classroom near the tables where 
the two shimmering ice-blue wings lay. He studied them. He rarely did magic 
anymore, other than simple spells like flicking on a highlighter in a dark 
corner of the Museum of Large or sending a seek spell whenever he couldn't 
find his sisters and wanted them to come home. A seek spell merely required 
him to hold an artistic item created by the person he was seeking. 
Concentrating on that item would send a ball of light at top speed in the 
direction of the missing person. When it reached its destination, the light 
would explode into an image of the creation, thereby cluing in the recipient as 
to who sent it. So it wasn’t hard for Alex to do that spell. But any magic that 
involved throwing a component, like scatterclips or clay shackles or heart 
attack, was no longer in his repertoire. He didn’t even carry those components 
with him these days. It was too embarrassing when he missed. 

He wasn’t very worried about pulling off the spell that would bring the 
wings to life, though, despite it being one of the more difficult spells he’d ever 
known or done, because it required concentration above all. And Alex had 
plenty of that. 

Thisbe and Fifer crept silently closer, staying hidden behind statues and 
tables. One of the statues, a grumpy ostrich, opened an eye to look at them 


and frowned. Thisbe held a finger to her lips, pleading silently to the bird not 
to give them away. The ostrich fluffed his stone feathers, annoyed, but didn’t 
reveal the girls’ presence. Fifer decided she'd better keep an eye on him 
anyway. 

They slipped behind Ms. Octavia’s desk and peered around it—Thisbe in 
front, Fifer looking over her shoulder. Thisbe was close enough to witness 
everything Alex was doing. She watched, enthralled, as her brother ran his 
hand skillfully, lovingly, over the enormous wings. Alex and Ms. Octavia had 
designed them, Aaron had built their frames with jungle vines, and then 
they'd all covered the frames in cloth. On top of that they'd layered flower 
petals thickly in rows and dotted the wings with actual dragon scales that 
Alex had collected from Hux earlier. 

The wings didn’t look real. Not yet. 

Alex inspected both wings carefully, looking for any part of the 
construction that might weaken them. When he was satisfied that they’d been 
perfectly put together, he double-checked the measurements and compared 
them to the diagram that Ms. Octavia had sketched. He took a moment to 
admire her work, and a twinge of jealousy passed through him—that had been 
his job in the past. Then he reached into his robe pocket and pulled out a small 
pencil, and began working some figures on the paper in the horrendous scrawl 
of a child. 

In the back of his mind, he thought about the terrible twist of fate that had 
landed him here. All his life Alex had been wildly, predominantly left-handed, 
until that final fight with Queen Eagala. She'd ruined his arm with her sword, 
and in return he’d given her a death sentence by sending her ship hurtling into 
the underwater volcano of the Island of Fire. It had felt like a win for him at 
the time. But in the years since then, facing his disability, Alex wasn’t so sure. 
And while hed made attempts at writing, drawing, and performing magic 
right-handed, hed been vastly disappointed with the results. Over time he 
realized that his best days had come . . . and gone. The highlight of his career as 
head mage had happened in his teenage years, and life had rolled downhill 
from there. 

He often tortured himself by thinking back to the time shortly before the 
final battle when he’d actually sketched a dragon that had lifted off the page in 
3-D—something no artist in Artime had ever done before. Not even Ms. 
Octavia. Now he knew that that had been his creative shining moment—the 


height of his artistic ability. At age seventeen, his art was cruelly, permanently 
snatched away from him. Now his right-handed drawings looked worse than 
those of Aaron. Absolutely terrible. And Alex’s accuracy casting thrown spells 
with his right hand was less than 50 percent. It was unacceptable. And 
mortifying for the leader of the magical world. 

After the final battle, he’d spent hours every day holed up in his living 
quarters, trying to improve that nondominant throw. Trying to draw simple 
things. But the more he'd tried, the more he'd failed, and the more defeated 
he’d become. Until one day he finally admitted it to himself, and to Sky: He'd 
never, ever be the same again. 

Without his art, he felt like hed lost his identity. With the loss of his 
magical abilities, he felt like it was only a matter of time before he’d have to 
give up his role as head mage. Granted, he could do the job well enough when 
they were at peace. And peace was wonderful. He didn’t want any part of 
another years-long war. He was older and wiser now. Artimé and Quill got 
along for the most part. The seven islands remained allies—well, all except for 
the Island of Graves, but the saber-toothed gorillas that inhabited it kept to 
themselves. Life was as easy as it could be under the circumstances. 

Alex had his young sisters under his care. While they’d ended up giving him 
a lot more worries than average children might have, he loved them very 
much. And he was willing to sacrifice almost anything to keep Artimé calm 
for their sakes, so they wouldn't have to face all the pain and loss he had faced 
at their age. They'd already lost their parents—they wouldn't lose their 
brothers, too. Not if he could help it. Even if it meant the young dragons’ lives 
would remain at stake. “I wish I could do more,” he muttered as he finished 
measuring. “But this is all I have to offer. At least I can do this much.” 

Thisbe and Fifer exchanged a silent glance from their hiding place. Little 
phrases from earlier kept coming to Thisbe’s mind. Why can’t you do something 
good... ? No one else can do the magic. A hint of an idea began to form. 

Then Alex breathed in suddenly, deeply, and blew the air out. “Enough of 
that.” He took a few more cleansing breaths, and then rested his right hand on 
one of the wings. He closed his eyes and concentrated for several moments, 
imagining the wing taking flight. He pictured it sparkling in the sun, flowing 
with ease, and as light and free as the petals that adorned it. He focused, 
letting the images fill him. And finally he spoke a single word. “Live.” 

The wing began to move. 


Alex did the same to the other wing. Thisbe watched, enthralled. Fifer kept 
an eye on the ostrich and plotted their escape. When both wings were moving 
successfully on the tabletop, Alex smiled grimly. And then he went back to the 
first wing, placed his hand on it, and began singing the most ridiculous song 
Thisbe and Fifer had ever heard. 

Had Alex gone mad? 

But no—when the silly song was finished, the wing ceased to be alive. Alex 
did the same to the second wing, putting it “to sleep” as well. 

When both wings were still, Alex turned out the light, then walked past 
the hidden girls and out of the room. 


Long after he was gone, Thisbe and Fifer remained behind Ms. Octavia’s desk, 
discussing what they'd seen. And then Thisbe pressed her lips together. “Fifer?” 
she whispered. 

“Yes?” 

“Do you remember when Alex was yelling at us, and he said he wished we 
could do good things with our magic instead of only bad?” 

“Yeah,” Fifer said miserably. And then, slowly, her eyes widened. She looked 
at Thisbe solemnly. “Do you mean... ?” 

“I—I don’t know. What do you think about it?” 

“It seems like it might be pretty difficult.” 

“Yeah.” Thisbe dropped her gaze. 

Fifer thought hard. “But maybe . . . maybe this would make up for what 
happened with Panther.” 

Thisbe let out a breath. “I think ... maybe .. . it would.” 

“And then he'll let us take Magical Warrior Training and we'll get our 
component vests!” Fifer’s heart surged. She reached out and squeezed her 
sister’s arm. “Let’s do it. Okay? I'm in.” 

Thisbe looked up. “Really?” A thrill fluttered in her chest. “We can’t let 
Alex catch us.” 

“We'll set out at midnight, after he’s gone to bed.” 

Thisbe nodded. “And Seth?” 

“He'll come too.” 

Thisbe was quiet for a moment as doubts crept in. She knew they'd have to 
fly on the dragon’s back. But how high? She cringed, angry with herself that 


this was the thing that scared her the most. “Are you sure we can do it?” 


Fifer laughed out loud, startling the ostrich. She made a face, then leaned 
forward, her mind made up. “Of course we can. Haven't you heard? We're the 
most naturally talented mages Artimé has ever seen. We'll fix all the wings and 
be back before Alex even knows we're gone.” 





Sneaking OFF 


heanoonae = high in the night sky when Thisbe propped herself up on one 
elbow and peeked under the curtain. The outline of the two dragons filled the 
lagoon. She turned to her twin across the room. “Are you sure, Fifer?” she 
whispered. “Alex will be so mad if he finds out.” 

Fifer’s eyes shone in the darkness. “He'll get over it once he hears about the 
good stuff weve done.” She climbed out of her bed and slipped on some 
clothes. “I wish we had our component vests now,” she grumbled, but then her 
face brightened. “We'll have them soon enough, though.” 

Thisbe fell back onto her pillow and rested there a moment, then hoisted 
herself to the floor and started getting dressed. “What about Seth?” 

“We'll send him a seek spell.” 

“You know how to do that one?” 

“How hard can it be? Kitten did it once and she can’t even say the right 
word.” 

“Don’t you need something Seth created in order to do it?” 

Fifer patted her pocket. “Tve got that scene he gave me—the one that he 
wrote in Samheed’s class. That should do the trick.” She hopped onto Thisbe’s 
bed and drew the curtains aside. Then she put her hand on the glass 


windowpane, concentrated, and whispered, “Release.” The windowpane 
disappeared. Fifer looked over her shoulder. “Ready with the rope?” 

Thisbe frowned, then reached behind the wardrobe and grabbed a rope. 
“Can't we just go the normal way?” she asked. Even though she'd climbed down 
the side of the mansion a dozen times or more, her stomach flipped at the 
thought of it. 

“You mean so Desdemona sees us and reports us to Alex’s blackboard? I 
don’t think so.” A blackboard was like a magical host in the living area of each 
apartment. Each personality delivered messages, kept an eye on the residents, 
offered help, guidance, and sometimes attitude, and some even shared gossip 
from the other blackboards. “Plus,” Fifer went on, “we'd have to walk right 
past Simber.” 

Fifer had a point. Whenever the girls found themselves in odd 
predicaments, their blackboard, Desdemona, was a major tattletale—Alex had 
demanded she report any hint of the twins’ shenanigans to him as a condition 
of their living on their own in the girls’ hallway. And there was no way Simber 
would keep a secret from the head mage of Artimé. 

“Not the back door either?” Thisbe pleaded. 

“The chefs will see us. Come on, Thiz,” Fifer said impatiently. She glanced 
at her sister and turned sympathetic. “Look, I know you're scared. But you 
have to do it. It’s the only way.” 

Thisbe sighed. “All right, fine. Catch me if I fall?” 

“TIl turn you into a bird so you can soar to the ground,” promised Fifer. 

“Ugh. No thanks. Can’t you just catch me?” 

“Sure,” said Fifer, growing impatient again. “Just hurry up.” 

Thisbe tossed the coiled rope to Fifer, who, balancing on the sill, attached 
one end of it to an invisible hook outside the window, which one of the girls 
had installed years before for the first of many escapes. 

As Thisbe put on her boots and tied them, Fifer slipped out and rappelled 
down the side of the mansion. Thisbe reached for her backpack and, not 
knowing how long they'd be gone, quickly stuffed it with their canteens and a 
few snacks they had in the bedroom. She climbed onto the bed and peered out 
the window at the ground below. With a grimace she grabbed the rope, took a 
breath, and swung out, hanging suspended above the ground from a dizzying 
height. She found her footing against the mansion wall and began descending. 


A few feet down, she stopped, and with a shaky hand, cast a new glass spell in 
the opening. 

Once on the lawn, Thisbe breathed a sigh of relief. Now that the scary part 
was over, she grew excited for their adventure. Muttering a spell under her 
breath, she released the hook’s hold on the rope so it landed in a heap at her 
feet, then coiled it up and put it in her backpack. 

Nearby, Fifer was concentrating on the bit of script that Seth had given 
her. She held it pinched between her fingers, and when she felt ready, 
whispered, “Seek.” A startling flash of light exploded from the paper and shot 
up to the second level of the mansion and in through a window, leaving a 
softly glowing line behind it. The girls waited breathlessly as the line began to 
fade, hoping Seth was sleeping lightly enough that he would notice the spell 
before it was gone. 

Finally their best friend appeared at the glass. The girls waved frantically 
and jumped up and down, and after a moment Seth saw them. He waved back, 
then disappeared. A few minutes later he exited the back door of the mansion 
and closed it softly behind him. He was wearing his new component vest, its 
pockets bulging. Fifer smiled approvingly. 

“What's this all about?” he whispered. “How'd you do that seek spell?” 

“Never mind that,” said Thisbe. “Did anybody see you?” 

“Just the night chefs. They don’t pay much attention to me.” 

“Let’s hope not.” Fifer scowled. “We need to move before Simber finds out 
what we're doing out here. Come on.” She took off running across the lawn, 
toward the jungle. Thisbe and Seth jogged behind. 

“Where are we going?” whispered Seth. 

Thisbe glanced sidelong at him, her backpack jouncing on her back. She 


flashed a mischievous grin. “We're going to rescue the young dragons.” 





The Adventure Begins 


First we need vines,” Thisbe said softly. Now that her fear of climbing out the 
window was a distant memory, her boldness returned, and she headed into the 
dark jungle. “Lots of em.” 

“What for?” asked Seth, following her. He smoothed his component vest 
absently as he tromped over the uneven ground. His vest was the one thing he 
had that the girls didn’t have. And he knew they wanted one, especially Fifer. 
It gave him a little bit of confidence, which was a feeling he wasn’t particularly 
accustomed to having around the twins. 

“For the wings,” said Fifer, bringing up the rear. “Like Aaron brought 
yesterday.” She began grabbing at the nearest vines and yanking them down. 
“Come on.” 

Seth grabbed a vine and tugged at it until it came loose, then threw it over 
his shoulders. He reached for another. 

“These aren’t as thick as the ones Aaron brought,” said Fifer. 

“They'll have to do,” said Thisbe. “We don’t have time to be picky.” 

They gathered as many long vines as they could carry, and then Fifer led the 
way to the lagoon. It was hard to be silent with the vines dragging over the 
jungle floor behind them, and they startled some platyprots along the way, but 


the colorful parrots with platypus-like bills, feet, and tails only ruffled their 
feathers and settled again. 

Pan saw them coming. Very little happened in the seven islands without 
her knowledge. “You are Alex’s sisters,” she said in greeting. 

“Yes,” said Thisbe and Fifer together. Fifer added, “And this is Seth 
Holiday.” 

“Carina’s young?” said the dragon. She looked down her broad snout at 
him, the whites of her eyes reflecting the moonlight. 

Seth nodded and took a step back. He was more than a bit awestruck by 
the creatures. 

“Did Alex send you?” 

Fifer began to answer truthfully, but Thisbe spoke faster and louder. “Yes,” 
she said. “We can help you with .. . with whatever you need.” She clamped her 
mouth shut. 

Fifer and Seth remained silent. Their hearts raced as Pan stared into 
Thisbe’s eyes for a long moment. Thisbe refrained from the urge to shrink into 
a tiny ball, and she tried desperately not to flinch. 

“You are very small,” said Pan. 

The three children stared ahead, and at first they didn’t know how to 
respond to that observation. Then Thisbe said, “We are also the best mages in 
Artimé.” 

Hux snorted fire and eyed Thisbe. He swung his head around to sniff her. 
She trembled but held her ground. 

“This one killed the captain of the pirates,” said Hux. “I remember the story. 
She was only a baby.” 

Thisbe grimaced. “That’s right.” 

Seth started to point out that she was actually two years old, not a baby, 
but then thought the better of it and stayed quiet. 

Pan lifted her head. “I remember as well. And the other female eliminated 
the raven spell.” She gave her first indication of approval and backed off, 
allowing Thisbe a second to breathe and wipe away the nervous sweat that 
beaded on her forehead. 

Hux swung his head around to face Seth. “What have you done?” he asked 
with a growl. 

Seth stumbled backward. “I—I—nothing much, I suppose,” he said, his 
voice pitching higher with each word. He’d never done anything noteworthy— 


not like Fifer and Thisbe. He could feel the heat from the dragon's breath and 
waited for fire to burst forth and burn him to a crisp. 

“We need him to carry the vines,” said Fifer. 

“Yes, carry the vines,” echoed Thisbe. She promptly pulled the vines from 
her shoulders and plopped them onto Seth's. Fifer did the same, until Seth 
staggered under them. 

His shoulders began to ache. “I can do magic too,” he said, a little grumpily. 
Did the girls really mean that? Was that the reason they wanted him along—to 
hold their junk? 

“Yes, he can,” said Thisbe. “He keeps track of the spell components, as well. 
He’s . . . very handy.” 

Hux frowned but moved his face away, to Seth’s great relief. “Tm not sure I 
can carry all of you,” the dragon said. “Has Alex created my new wings?” 

Fifer and Thisbe glanced at each other, trying not to reveal their panic. 
They'd forgotten about that. There was no way for the girls to get the huge 
wings out of Ms. Octavia’s classroom without being detected. And even 
though Seth could go in and out of the mansion at all hours more freely and 
invisibly than the girls could, he would certainly look suspicious carrying the 
wings outside. Even the night chefs wouldnt overlook that. They'd have to 
leave without the new wings, and quickly. Every minute they stood out here 
was a minute they could get discovered. 

“We'll make your wings as soon as we get to your land,” said Fifer. “But 
arent you in a hurry to get there? I’m so worried about Arabis. What if the 
Revinir changes his mind, or thinks you aren’t coming and decides to kill her?” 

Hux’s face clouded. “Of course I’m worried. It’s all I can think about.” 

“Then we mustn’t waste any more time,” said Thisbe. “You're really strong. I 
believe you can carry us easily. And like Pan said, we’re very small.” 

Pan nodded at her son. “You can swim the distance until you must fly. That 
will save your wings.” 

Thisbe found herself nodding profusely. “Excellent idea,” she said under her 
breath. 

“How far away is the land of the dragons?” asked Seth. 

“I cannot say,” said Hux. “It is against the dragon code. But you'll learn the 
answer soon enough.” He eyed the three children, sizing them up to determine 
if he could take them on his back while flying with too-small wings, then 
looked at his mother. “I believe I can do it,” he said. 


Pleased, Pan regarded him regally. “Go swiftly, then.” 

Hux nodded. “You'll search . . . for us?” he asked her in a quiet voice. “Like I 
told you? There has to be another way.” 

“If there is, I will find it,” said Pan, nuzzling him. “My love to all of you 
until then.” 

The children glanced sidelong at each other, not knowing what the dragons 
were talking about. But Alex had always said that dragons were more secretive 
than most creatures, and Pan got angry if you asked too many questions, so 
they didn’t dare inquire. 

Hux turned in the water and unfurled his tail, making a bridge for the 
children to climb aboard. The girls took back their vines so Seth wasn’t quite 
so overloaded, and they made their way onto the dragon’s back. When they 
were seated and properly holding on, Hux said good-bye to his mother, then 
swirled his tail in the water, and they were off, heading westward over the 
glassy sea. 





Rough Waters 


lt was hard to get used to sitting and hanging on to a dragon, but Hux offered 
a suggestion. “At the base of my neck there’s a bit of a flat area between it and 
my shoulder bones. Some of the scales are worn away there from all the cargo 
I've carried, so it'll be less slippery for you. The three of you should be able to 
fit.” 

Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth felt around Hux’s muscular back for it. Fifer nearly 
tumbled in. “Found it,” she said, her voice muffled as she rolled. “It’s like a 
shallow bowl.” Soon the other two joined her, and they discovered that Hux’s 
neck shielded them from the wind there as well, which made the ride even 
more comfortable. 

As the friends got settled and coiled their vines, Hux sped across the water 
using his ropelike tail as a propeller. By the time they looked back, the lights 
of Artimé were small behind them, and the reality of the task before them 
became imminent. 

“Are you sure we should be doing this?” Seth asked quietly. He was less 
excited about the venture now, after what the girls had said about him. “My 
mother will explode if she finds out.” 

Thisbe and Fifer flashed him a sympathetic look. Carina Holiday was as 
sharp and tough as they came. She was a true warrior if there ever was one. 


But she was kindhearted, too. 

“Just think how proud of you she'll be once she’s done being mad, though,” 
said Thisbe. “It’s exactly like something she’d have done.” 

Seth remained troubled, but he nodded slowly. “I guess so.” He looked up. 
“Do you suppose we'll be back by morning?” 

Of course neither of the girls knew how long it would take to get to the 
unknown land. If Hux knew, he either wouldn’t answer because he was sworn 
to secrecy, or he wasn’t paying attention to their conversation. 

There wasn’t much that the three of them could see in the dark, though 
there was a bit of light from the stars and moon above. After an hour or so, 
cramped up in their little pod, Fifer shifted and sighed. “I don’t think we'll be 
back by morning. Warbler is still a long way off, and I'll bet we have to go past 
that and the Island of Fire to get to wherever we're going. Maybe we ought to 
try to sleep.” 

Since the excitement of the adventure was waning, the others agreed. One 
by one they drifted off. When they awoke, the sun was shining brightly at 
their backs. Warbler Island was behind them, and the volcanic Island of Fire 
was a safe distance away. Clearly Hux knew enough to skirt far around it, 
since it could plunge underwater at any moment and suck them all down with 
1t. 

Fifer twisted around and squinted at the sun. The morning brought new 
worries with it. “Well, they probably know by now,” she said, trying to sound 
upbeat. 

“Yep,” said Thisbe, ignoring the uneasy feeling in her stomach. She ran her 
fingers through her hair, causing the loose curls to stand up wildly. “So, how 
are we going to... you know . . .” She lowered her voice. “Make them?” She 
pointed a thumb at Hux. 

“The wings?” whispered Fifer. 

Thisbe nodded while Seth scooted closer so he could hear. 

“Just like Alex and the others did. You were watching, weren't you?” 

“Yes. But what if Alex was right?” Thisbe’s uncomfortable feeling grew, and 
doubts kept working into her thoughts. “What if the Revinir won't let us go 
home after we’re done?” 

“Pfft,” said Fifer. “What would anybody want with a bunch of kids like us?” 

Seth laughed uneasily. “Yeah,” he said, “good point.” He looked ahead of 
them as they sped along, not noticing the Island of Fire’s rumbling or the 


molten lava it spewed as it grew small behind them. He tried not to choke on 
his nerves. “I’ve never been this far west before. Have you?” 

The girls shook their heads. “There’s nothing out here,” said Fifer. 

“This is where Karkinos used to be,” said Seth. “But he moved nearer to us 
to help fight the big battle.” 

“And so Talon and Florence could be together,” said Fifer, sighing. 

“Gross,” said Thisbe. 

Seth caught Thisbe’s eye and nodded in agreement, then blushed, his cheeks 
turning dark red in an instant. Thisbe didn’t notice. She hitched herself up so 
she could see around the dragon’s broad neck. But there was nothing but water 
in front of them. 

Seth’s uneasiness grew as the day wore on, but he didn’t share it. After a 
while, Thisbe pulled out the few snacks shed brought along. They ate 
ravenously with little thought for the trip back home, which would no doubt 
take just as long. 

“I wonder how we'll get to the land of the dragons,” mused Fifer. “We'll be 
the first ones to know out of all of Artimé.” 

“Yes,” said Thisbe, growing more enthusiastic at the prospect. “I hope it’s 
exciting.” 

“I hope we don’t go plunging down the waterfall,” muttered Seth. 

“That has to be where the flying part comes in,” said Fifer. “Flying on a 
dragon’s back? I can’t wait!” 

Thisbe choked down her fear. “It'll be even better than flying on Simber,” 
she said, trying to convince herself. “As long as Hux stays pretty low, that is.” 

“Oh,” said Seth, his chest tightening, “I can think of a few ways it could be a 
lot worse.” 

“You're not helping,” Thisbe muttered. 

“Sorry.” But Seth couldn’t help imagining all the things that could go wrong 
with a dragon whose wings weren't strong enough to carry himself, much less 
three riders. All Seth could do was to try to tamp down his worries, not panic, 
and be brave .. . as brave as the two who accompanied him. It wasn’t easy. But 
then again, being best friends with these two never had been. 





Back in Artimé, Carina Holiday was the first to discover that her son wasn’t 
answering his blackboard. Her first thoughts sprang to the twins, and she 
wondered if the three of them might be together. 

She summoned Binh, her apartment’s blackboard. A man’s face pushed out 
of the screen, its contours intricately detailed. Binh wore a wary expression, 
not unfounded, for Carina and Sean’s rambunctious youngsters weren't always 
gentle with him. His eyes darted around the room before he relaxed. “Yes?” 

“Call Desdemona, will you, please?” She wanted to find out from Thisbe 
and Fifer’s personal blackboard if they were in their room, or if there might be 
some sort of mischief afoot. “Ask if the girls are there.” 

“Sure,” Binh said. “I'll return shortly.” He shrank back and disappeared, 
leaving a shimmering blank space in the blackboard. 

A moment later, in the girls’ living area, Desdemona surfaced and looked 
around. She didn’t see them. The door to their bedroom was closed, as was the 
exit door that led to the hallway. She hollered out their names, but if they 
were asleep, Desdemona wasn’t able to rouse them. She melted into her screen 
and reported her lack of findings. 

Binh resurfaced. “No sign of them.” 


“Thanks anyway,” Carina said, turning away, and tried to decide what to 
do. She suspected the three were up to something. After all, she’d always been 
adventurous, so it was the least she could expect from her son. Plus, Fifer and 
Thisbe were always getting into trouble, and they often dragged Seth into it 
with them. With a sigh, she left the younger children in the apartment with 
Sean and went in search of her eldest. 

She checked the lounge, the library, the theater, and the dining room with 
no luck. Then she went outside to check the lawn and even ran down to the 
lagoon. There was no sign of anyone there—not even the dragons. 

“Well, that’s suspicious,” Carina muttered. Frowning, she returned to the 
mansion, fighting a barrage of emotions. She knew it would only be a matter 
of time before Seth ventured out without telling anybody. Her generation of 
Unwanteds wouldn't have thought twice about it, since they didn’t have 
parents there to worry about them. Back then, Mr. Today had made it clear 
that the children could freely come and go from the mansion at any hour, and 
they had done so regularly. Even today it wasn’t a big deal to see people 
wandering the lawn or the mansion’s many extensions in the middle of the 
night. It was a rite of passage when a kid got his own room, she knew. But it 
didn’t make her worry any less. 

Back in her apartment, she filled Sean in on what she'd discovered. 

“Oh dear,” said Sean, trying to gauge Carina’s level of concern. “Are you... 
worried?” 

“Tm not sure,” Carina admitted. “Kind of.” 

“We all did it,” Sean said quietly. “He'll be okay.” 

Carina turned and gazed out the window. “I know. It still feels unsettling.” 

“Want me to search Quill?” 

Carina shook her head. “With the dragons gone, I’m pretty sure I know 
where he and the girls are.” She sighed. “And the worst part? Now we've got to 
tell Alex.” 

Sean groaned. “Those poor girls—Alex will be angry as usual. I'm sure all 
three of the children are perfectly fine. They'll turn up eventually, like we 
always did.” 

“Tm sure they will. But dragons . . .” Carina pressed her lips together. “That 
makes me nervous.” They gathered up the younger children and went down 
the hall to the balcony, then to the secret hallway to alert Alex. Sean stayed 


back with the children, who couldn't get through the wall, while Carina, who 
could, ran to Alex’s living quarters. She pounded on the door. 

A moment later the door swung open, and Alex, bleary-eyed, stared at the 
woman. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 

“Have you seen Thisbe and Fifer?” asked Carina. 

“Not since dinner last night. Why?” 

“Seth’s missing. Desdemona says the girls arent answering. And . . . the 
dragons are gone.” 

Alex squinted. “What—gone? But I haven't given Hux his new wings yet.” 

“That's all I know, Alex,” said Carina, running a hand over her spiky hair to 
smooth it. “What happened yesterday, exactly? Seth was telling me bits and 
pieces over dinner, but we didn’t get the full story.” 

Seeing Sean waiting on the balcony with the children, Alex grabbed a fresh 
robe. “Let’s go.” He maneuvered his arms into it and secured it at his neck as 
the two left the secret hallway. Alex greeted Sean, then shared the events of 
the previous day. He told Sean and Carina about his decision not to go with 
Hux, fearing it was too risky. 

“Oh. I see.” Carina turned abruptly to take her daughter from Sean, trying 
to hide her disappointment in Alex. But it wasn’t easy. She broke away and 
headed for the girls’ residence hallway, daughter in tow. “I’m going to check 
the twins’ bedroom. You check Seth’s.” 

“Got it,” said Sean. 

“She’s mad at me,” remarked Alex. 

“Yep.” 

While Carina went down the girls’ hallway to pound on Thisbe and Fifer’s 
door—the door exclaiming in surprise at the intrusion—Sean and their young 
son went with Alex to Seth’s room. They found it empty. 

“Well, that explains it,” said Sean as he and Alex left the boys’ hallway. “Of 
course they’ve gone with Hux. You really do smother those girls so much, Alex. 
I'm surprised they haven’t run off before.” 

Alex was taken aback by the harsh, judgmental words, though it was fairly 
common for Sean Ranger to be perfectly frank with his friends. “I do not 
smother them,” he said defensively. “They’re dangerous. I have to be careful.” 

Sean shrugged. While they descended the sweeping mansion staircase, Alex 
fumbled in his pocket to come up with the tiny pebbles he’d made Thisbe and 


Fifer paint for him so he could send a seek spell to them at any time. He sent 


off two of them, one to each girl. Two little balls of light shot from his fist and 
out of the mansion, zipping westward. 

By now they had arrived at the front door, where Simber stood. 

“Have you seen Thisbe and Fifer?” asked Alex, breathless. 

“Or Seth?” asked Sean. 

“Not the girrrls,” said Simber. “I saw Seth arrround midnight heading forrr 
the kitchen, but he does that everrry so often. I didn’t think much of it.” 

“They’re missing,” said Alex. “All three of them.” 

“Did you happen to see Seth go back upstairs?” asked Sean as Carina came 
down the steps. He quickly filled Carina in on what Simber had seen. 

“No, but I wasn’t paying attention. And I did my rrrounds shorrrtly afterrr, 
so I might have missed him. Orrr perrrhaps he went out the back doorrr.” 

“You didn’t stop him?” said Alex, his voice pitching higher. 

Simber harrumphed. “Of courrrse not. I'm not anyone’s babysitterrr. He’s 
gone out at night beforrre, as most of the childrrren like to do once they have 
theirrr prrrivate rrrooms.” He glanced from Sean to Alex to Carina. “You all 
did it too.” 

“I know,” said Alex, agitated. “You're right. I didn’t mean to accuse you. It’s 
just that . . . if they went with Hux, they have no idea what danger they are in 
for. We have to find out where they’ve gone. We have to go after them!” He 
glanced at his arm. “Someone does, anyway. Someone who can actually fight in 
case there’s trouble.” 

“TIl go, of courrrse,” said Simber in a grim voice. “Who would you like to 
accompany me?” 

Alex looked at Carina with a question in his eyes. She was one of Artime’s 
strongest warriors and spell casters, as well as an adept healer. More than 
almost anyone in Artimé, Alex trusted Carina Holiday with his life. “Will 
you?” he asked. 

Carina needed no urging. “Of course I'll go. I want to be the first one to yell 
at Seth for doing something so foolish.” She frowned, as if trying to forget the 
multitude of risky adventures she'd taken part in over the years. “We should 
take someone else with us, though, shouldn't we, Sim? Henry, maybe.” 

The stone cheetah growled his agreement. 

“That would leave us without a chief healer if you both go,” Alex pointed 
out. 


“Right, right,” said Carina, thinking hard. “What about Thatcher, then? Or 
Scarlet?” 

“Scarlet is at Warbler, working with Sky and Copper,” Alex reminded her. 
“But Thatcher is a great choice. We'll ask him.” 

“Perfect. Pll send Spike to find Pan,” said Carina, shoving her daughter into 
Sean’s free arm, then looked up at him. “You're okay if I leave for a few days, 
right?” 

“As if that matters,” Sean said fondly. “I only feel sorry for Seth when you 
get ahold of him.” 

“As well you should.” She pecked him on the lips, then ran outside to call 
for the intuitive whale. Spike Furious, who Alex had created and brought to 
life from an old whale skeleton, had strong traits like speed, intelligence, and 
the intuition to sense approaching danger. She was also the best at finding 
Pan, who could be anywhere in the vast waters. 

When Spike appeared offshore, Carina gave her the instructions. Moments 
later the whale was off to track down Pan and bring the mother dragon back 
to Artimé so they could question her and begin their search for the children. 

“Now I need to pack some supplies,” said Carina as she and Sean went back 
to their apartment down the family hallway. 

“And load up your component vest.” 

“It seems so strange to do that. Like old times. I feel pretty rusty.” 

Sean nodded. “I can imagine. But irll all come back to you.” 

“My aim is off. I haven't practiced or sat in on a Warrior Training class in I 
don’t know how long.” 

“You'll be fine. You probably won't have to fight.” 

Carina laughed. “You're right. I think I got a little carried away there. Let's 
hope there’s no fighting necessary, and most of all that the kids are safe, of 
course. That would be ideal.” 

Sean thought he heard a hint of wistfulness in Carina’s voice when she 


talked about the old days. But wisely he held his tongue. 


When Spike and Pan arrived that evening, Alex went outside to have a talk 
with the dragon. “We need to know where they’ve gone,” he said. 

At first Pan was adamant. She couldn’t give Alex the information. But 
when she realized the children had misled her and Hux, and that they really 


hadn't been given permission to help, she relented. “Simber is the only one 
who can get there safely. I will tell him,” she said. “No one else needs to know.” 

“Tm the leader of this land,” said Alex, voice raised, “and my sisters are in 
danger. You must tell me!” 

Pan regarded him. “I’m very sorry your sisters lied to me,” she said coolly. “I 
wish they hadn’t done that, for they've put my young in danger now too with 
their foolishness. And I know you will never understand the ways of dragons. 
But know this: I will be giving Simber secret information. And that act 
violates the dragon code. It is grounds for my execution.” She paused as the 
words sank in, then softened a little. “I’m doing the best I can for you, but the 
fewer I tell, the better.” 

“But Carina and Thatcher will find out, won't they?” Alex said. “I mean, 
obviously they'll be able to see where they’re going.” 

“They won't find out from me,” said Pan. “And that is what is important 
here.” 

Alex fumed. He wished Sky were there to talk him through this terrible 
feeling of helplessness. But she wasn’t, and he had to deal with it. Finally he let 
out a heavy sigh. Simber was the protector of them all, and he knew he could 
trust the enormous stone beast. “All right,” he said. “Just . . . find them. Please.” 

When Carina and Thatcher were nearly ready to depart, Pan came ashore 
and took Simber aside. After a short conversation where Alex assumed she 
was telling him how to find the land of the dragons, the two creatures parted. 
“You must promise never to repeat my words aloud,” said Pan as she returned 
to the water. 

Simber promised. 

Not long after, Carina and Thatcher said good-bye to their loved ones. 
They tied their provisions to Simber’s back. And soon they were off to rescue 
the runaways. When they were out of sight, the others trickled back into the 
mansion, leaving Alex standing on the shore alone. 





To the Rescue 


haeehepand Canodd Oa Sim bers Gace e night, heading west as Pan 
had instructed. They were almost a full day behind Hux, and Simber couldn't 
move nearly as fast as a dragon could swim or fly, so they’d constantly be 
losing ground. Carina tried not to think about that. She was a seasoned 
adventurer and skilled fighter, though there hadn't been much adventuring or 
fighting lately. And even with the worry for her son’s well-being in the 
forefront of her mind, the old familiar thrill in her gut kept pushing its way 
back, trying to be noticed. 

The wind sliced through her light brown hair, and it batted a bit of ruddy 
color into her pale cheeks. Her muscles pulsed as she hung on to the flying 
cheetah, and in her mind she went over the contents of each of her component 
vest pockets. She hadn't had to be this sharp about spell casting in many years, 
and she didn’t want to appear rusty. 

Thatcher, like other Warblerans, didn’t use a last name. He wasn’t new to 
fighting, though he didn’t have the extensive experience that Carina had. He 
was in his mid-twenties and had assisted Artimé in the final battle as a 
teenage refugee. That war had left its mark in the form of slowly fading scars 
on his forehead and cheek. Thatcher and Henry Haluki were partners in all 


things, including helping to raise the Unwanted children that continued to 
make journeys into Artimé from Quill. 

Thatcher had very few qualms about working with a bunch of frightened 
thirteen-year-olds, but on board Simber, his stomach flipped. He hadn’t spent 
much time on the beast’s back in the past and had always maintained a 
respectful distance from him. But now the two were forced into a much closer 
relationship. He sat in front of Carina at her insistence—it just felt a little 
more secure up there, she explained. He shifted now and then, trying to 
overcome his fear of sliding right off Simber’s slick stone back. In contrast to 
Carina, his black hair barely moved in the wind. He wore it meticulously 
sculpted in corkscrew coils, which stood up naturally most of the time, 
whether it was windy or calm. His dark brown skin shone with nervous sweat 
for the first several minutes of the ride, but the wind soon took care of that. 

“So, Simber,” said Carina, leaning forward, “is the other land on Lani’s map 
actually the land of the dragons? And is the secret to fly over the waterfall 
rather than ride down it?” 

“I didn’t say that,” growled Simber. “I’m sworrrn to secrrrecy.” 

Carina wasn’t deterred. “I admit I've wondered it ever since the young 
dragons left us. I couldnt think of another way for them to leave this world, 
and after the scientists and Aaron and Kaylee explored every inch of these 
waters and came up with nothing, there really wasn’t any other method that I 
could think of.” 

“Tve thought it too,” Simber said. “I brrrought up the subject with Alex, 
but he wasn’t interrrested in explorrring anything afterrr his injurrry.” The cat 
paused. “Tm surrre you'rrre not surrrprrrised to hearrr that.” 

“No.” 

After a moment, Thatcher broke the silence. “I wish Pd known Alex better 
before the battle. To a Warbler kid like me, he was bigger than life. I was so 
surprised back then when he knew my name. I still remember that moment.” 

“There’s a lot the same about him now as then,” said Carina. “But he’s 
become very cautious. The battles hurt him in more ways than just physically, 
I'm afraid. And the stress from the girls’ destructive abilities must be 
exhausting.” 

“Do you ever worry about Seth being around them?” 

“Not really,” said Carina, but a shadow crossed her face. “I think he figured 
out how to adapt to stay safe.” 


Thatcher glanced over his shoulder. “How?” 

“He learned pretty early on not to make them mad at him. Ever.” Carina 
smiled grimly. 

“Oh.” Thatcher faced forward again. “Have you talked to Alex about it?” 

“No. He doesn’t need anything else to worry about. He’s a dear friend, and 
I'd do anything to take away some of his burdens if I could.” 

“Of course,” said Thatcher. “We all would.” 

Simber nodded grimly. Artimé was fiercely loyal to the young mage who 
had seen them through years of fighting and brought them safely to the other 
side of a devastating war. And while Alex wasn’t the only one with a life- 
altering injury, he seemed to be the only one who hadn’t been able to pull out 
of the funk it had created. He’d lost so much. His mentor, Mr. Today. His best 
friend—and Sean’s sister—Meghan Ranger. His parents, and all the people of 
Artimé he felt responsible for, like Mr. Appleblossom and Liam Healey, and 
his blackboard, Clive. At least he had Sky to help keep his spirits up . . . 
though it was harder right now with her away at Warbler. 

Simber, Carina, and Thatcher flew on steadily into the night, their minds 
filled with battling emotions of fear over the disappearance of the children, 
anticipation of discovering a new land, and sorrow for Alex, who'd been so 
drastically changed from the man he should have become. 





A Perilous Flight 


By morning the sea had grown rough. Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth bounced along in 
the hollow on Hux’s back, and they could hear the pounding of the rapids and 
the waterfall looming ahead of them—it sounded just like Crow had described 
in the story the other day. Thisbe’s heart leaped in fear and anticipation. 
“Look,” she said, pointing to the cloud of mist that rose up in the distance. 
“There it is. The end of the world.” 

The dragon addressed the children. “I'll be taking flight shortly,” he said. 
“You'll want to hold on to the folds of my neck. And try not to grab my wings. 
I need full use of them if we're going to make it. And I should warn you... it 
may be a bit of a rough ride. Perhaps you can use your vines somehow to help 
secure yourselves.” 

The girls and Seth moved to their knees and began to search for ways to use 
the vines. “Try looping one around Hux’s neck,” suggested Fifer. But it was 
impossible to reach all the way around and grab the end at this high speed—it 
just got blustered about in the wind. They looked for other ways to attach the 
vines, but Hux had no spines sticking up anywhere to hook them to. 

“We can keep ourselves together, at least,” said Thisbe, awkwardly knotting 
one end of the vine around her waist. “Tie yourself to this.” She tossed the 
other end to Fifer. 


“What about Seth?” 

“TIl do one for him, too.” Thisbe tied a second vine around her waist and 
handed the other end to Seth. Soon all three were connected with Thisbe in 
the middle. 

Fifer looked skeptical. “I’m not sure how this is going to help.” 

“I don’t know either,” admitted Thisbe, “but at least we’re doing something. 
I can’t stand just sitting here any longer thinking about Alex and how mad he 
probably is by now. He’s sent like eight seek spells already. At least now if 
something happens, we'll all be together.” She didn’t mention that she was also 
trying to keep her mind off the fact that they'd be airborne soon. 

Just then, a ball of light reached them and exploded into a picture of the 
ugly painted pebble Thisbe had made for Alex a million years ago. She sighed. 

Fifer ignored it. “Nothing’s going to go wrong,” she said firmly. 

Seth’s mouth went dry. This was really happening, and there was nothing he 
could do to stop it. 

Just then the dragon’s wings unfurled and he stretched out his neck, 
upsetting the children. 

“A little warning next time might be nice,” Seth said under his breath. 
Quickly they regained their balance. 

“You must hold on tightly now!” shouted the dragon, peering into the mist. 
“Don’t let go, or you'll be lost in the scrolling waterfall. You'll most certainly 
drown if you don’t die from the fall. Once were over the waterfall, there'll be 
nothing below.” 

Nothing? The children’s eyes grew wide. 

“Oh my,” whispered Thisbe, trying not to sound terrified. She hadnt really 
thought much about what they'd be flying over. Or how high they would be 
above whatever it was. But having nothing at all below them? Nothing? She 
gripped the dragon’s loose skin as her sister and Seth did the same, and she 
tried not to throw up. 

With a violent lurch, the dragon’s spinning tail propelled them up out of 
the water. His wings stretched out wide and began to flap, making for a 
constantly moving perch for the kids. He stayed low. Mist and churning 
seawater splashed up and soaked the three passengers while they hung on, eyes 
stinging and breath hitching over and over. Soon Hux rose higher into the air, 
his movements growing more and more fluid, yet every muscle in his back 


rippled beneath the children. 


Seth gasped as he adjusted to his new, unstable seating arrangement, and 
tried desperately to see where they were going. But the mist was as thick as a 
cloud, and he could barely even make out the shape of Hux’s head in front of 
him. 

“Don’t look down,” Fifer reminded Thisbe. 

Thisbe groaned. “Yeah, thanks for the tip.” As they rose higher, the nearly 
fearless girl closed her eyes and pressed her face against the dragon. She tried 
not to think about how high they'd be after they went past the edge of the 
waterfall. 

“How much farther?” Fifer asked the dragon, even though she knew he 
wouldn’t tell her. 

“Hold on,” he said instead, panting a bit but remaining steady. “Don't let 


go. 
They obeyed, Fifer peering up and around the side of Hux’s neck, and Seth, 
a bit more cautiously, doing the same from a slightly more crouched position. 
His breathing turned to little fearful gasps of air. He tightened the vine 
around his waist, then grasped a thicker fold of dragon skin, all the while 
trying and failing to take a slow, smooth breath. 

Hux gained altitude as the roaring sound of the waterfall pounded in front 
of them. The thundering noise grew louder and louder until all of them could 
feel it rattling their insides. Thisbe clenched her teeth to stop them from 
chattering and stayed as still as she could, trying not to look down. 

Hux’s breathing became labored, and small bursts of flames burned circles 
into the fog in front of them. His wings beat the air, emitting small 
thunderclaps with every forceful downward flap. 

“Look!” Fifer exclaimed, pointing at the roiling white water below them 
rushing off the edge of their world. Even more mist rose up. They’d heard so 
much about this, but to actually see it was wondrous and breathtaking and 
horrifying all at once. 

“Whoa,” said Seth. His heart fluttered as he struggled for breath. He was 
having trouble focusing. Thisbe stole a peek at the grand view below, then 
moaned and squeezed her eyes shut again. 

Hux powered onward through the mist, concentrating, seeming to focus on 
something in the distance invisible to the children. His chest heaved with 
effort. The children, while small, added enough extra weight to Hux’s back to 
make the journey significantly harder than it had been without them. And 


every day Hux had been growing a little bit larger. Soon he, like his siblings, 
would be flightless. But now he had one and only one thought and goal in 
mind: to make it to the dark cliffs of Grimere that loomed on the other side of 
the chasm that split the worlds. 





A Tenuous Landing 


The harder Hux pumped his wings, the thinner the mist grew. But before it 
cleared completely, Fifer felt the creature losing steam and altitude. “Come 
on!” she yelled. “You can do it!” Her shouts seemed to bolster her own spirits 
more than it spurred him on. She glanced at Thisbe, who was hanging on so 
tightly her hands shook. Or perhaps they trembled with fear. Thisbe was a 
rock when it came to most things, but she’d never conquered her hatred and 
fear of high places. Fifer, on the other hand, loved the thrill of being high up 
and had a hard time understanding anyone who didn’t feel the same way. 

Ahead of them the mist seemed to turn gray, and the air chilled 
considerably. A cold wind blew up from below, making Fifer shiver. It seemed 
to give Hux a bit of momentum, though, so she was glad for it despite the 
discomfort. She squinted ahead, wondering what they were flying toward. 
Wondering how far Hux had to labor to get them there. Hoping the dragon 
had it in him. She sat up a little, trying to be lighter. 

But Hux’s breath became even more labored and his wings seemed to falter, 
taking an extra second, then two, to make their full rotation up and down. 
Almost imperceptibly at first, and then noticeably, they began to drop in the 
air with each upward flap before Hux’s wings pulled them back up again, not 
quite as high. Soon the drops were enough to cause Fifer’s stomach to flip. 


Seth and Thisbe felt it even more. Seth threw a helpless look Fifer’s way but 
stayed quiet and focused on breathing—he couldn't speak. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Fifer said, recognizing his glassy-eyed look—this 
wasn't the first time she'd seen Seth like this. She lifted her chin bravely. “Hang 
in there, Sethy.” 

He nodded and almost smiled at the use of her childhood name for him. 
He flashed the word “okay” in Warbler sign language, even though he was 
feeling far from okay. 

Fifer turned back to Hux. She wished she could help the dragon, but there 
was nothing the children could do but hang on. 

The mist grew even darker and the air colder. Rain began to pelt Fifer’s 
face. Soon Hux’s gasps took on a thick, sickly sounding rasp. The rain 
increased, and then a wall of it swept over them, drenching the children. Hux 
dropped several dozen feet in the air with the weight of it and wasn’t able to 
regain altitude. 

Once Fifer could clear the rain from her eyes, she realized they'd left the 
rising mist of the waterfall behind them. The thundering sound had lessened, 
and Fifer quickly faced forward again. With a gasp strong enough to get 
Thisbe and Seth to look up, Fifer stared at the sight that emerged before them. 
The dark cloud morphed into a giant black cliff that jutted up in thick, 
needle-shaped points against the sky, some so far above them that their tips 
were lost in clouds. 

Upon the biggest, thickest needle’s point was an enormous stone fortress, 
and a small river that met its end and fell off the side of the cliff. A smattering 
of village houses painted the valley below in pastel colors. Several other 
smaller fortresses and villages could be seen all along the cliff, and the vast 
land appeared to go on forever beyond them, with no sea anywhere in sight. 
Fifer had never seen anything like it. Having come from the world of seven 
islands with water all around, she didn’t realize a place with so much land 
could exist. 

As Fifer stared on in awe, Thisbe peeked from between her fingers. Seth’s 
jaw dropped, and he momentarily forgot his panic and managed to take in a 
few good breaths. His hold on Hux loosened as he strained to see more. But 
Hux was quickly loosing steam. They began to drop lower and lower into the 
chasm the closer they got to the cliff. 

Fifer sat up higher. “Hux?” she called out anxiously. “Everything okay?” 


The dragon couldn’t answer. His too-small wings tried pumping harder and 
faster, but they became more and more jerky and uncontrollable in their 
movements. 

Fifer glanced down, and now she could see there was no water below her— 
they'd left that behind to wrap around their world. She looked back over her 
shoulder and saw their world suspended in the air, with mist and water 
flowing around the edge. There was nothing below them—nothing but space. 
Now her own stomach lurched. She watched the drops of rain from her soaked 
hair drip off and fly out into the chasm, falling, falling, out of sight below her. 
Falling until they surely evaporated somehow. She began shivering in earnest. 
The thought of slipping off the dragon’s back now struck a deep fear in her 
that she'd never felt before. Perhaps it was the knowledge that there was 
nothing below them that made it seem so much more frightening. If she 
fell... what would happen? Would she just keep falling . . . forever? 

Hux jerked in the air. “Hold on!” he gasped, stretching and straining his 
neck, as if that would help lift his falling body. The back end of him began to 
drag. The children gripped harder as their once flat surface became an inclined 
plane. 

“Help!” squeaked Seth as they jerked and faltered again, falling ten or 
fifteen feet. The boy whipped his head around wildly, desperately, gasping for 
air. “Are we... going to... make it?” As the cliff loomed closer, they looked 
up at the possible places to land, and all three began to wonder if there was 
any way Hux would be able to clear the sheer wall. 

Fifer moaned. “We're all going to die!” 

Hux snorted in effort and exhaustion, unable to utter another word. He 
arched his neck and back, and began bucking in the air and propelling his tail 
wildly, trying everything to gain height so he could land safely. But the best he 
could do was to head straight for the solid cliff wall. 

Frozen in fright, Thisbe didn’t utter a sound. She only held on for dear life 
while Seth and Fifer watched in horror as the jagged rock wall came into 
focus. The nearest valley was far above them. They weren't going to make it. 

Hux flailed, his short dragon legs rotating as if to climb magical air steps, 
his wings straining to pull his heavy body and cargo up, up, up, but barely 
making progress. He put his head down and gave one more burst of effort, 


clawing at the wind, his front end flying up and his back end falling even 


more. His tail twirled angrily, but it didn’t seem to help much. With a 
shuddering lurch, he let out a blast of fire from his mouth. 

Seth’s hands slipped loose. He screamed. His upper body flew wildly 
backward, and only his knees still pressed a fold of dragon skin between them. 
“Ahh” he cried out as the cliffs danced and jiggled sickeningly around him. 
His fingers raked the air as Fifer shouted his name. 

Legs outstretched and wings wild and out of control, Hux hit his giant 
pronged claws hard against the side of the cliff. The dragon scrabbled and 
scraped, trying to find something to hold on to, but he slid downward at a 
sickening pace, his claws screeching against the rock. Seth lost his grip and 
fell, screaming, until the vine rope reached its limit, jerking Thisbe backward. 

Thisbe couldn’t hide her face now. With every bit of strength she could 
gather, she lunged upward to reach the top of Hux’s wing and managed to get 
her elbow hooked over it. Seth dangled in the air over the vast nothingness, 
screaming until his breath failed him. He fainted and was quiet as the whole 
party slid down the face of the wall. 

Fifer shrieked and clung to the dragon, trying to throw her leg over its 
other wing. Finally Hux managed to sink his claws deep enough into the side 
of the black stone. There was an excruciating jolt as the falling dragon came to 
a sudden stop. Fifer lost her grip and flew off, and in an instant Thisbe was the 
sole anchor for the other two attached to her by tenuously tied vines. Fifer 
swung wildly at the end of hers and slammed into Seth. The last of the extra 
vines they'd brought along slid off the dragon and squirmed like worms in 
their infinite fall. 

“Hux!” Thisbe screamed, hitching her elbow and holding on as tightly as 
she could, but she felt herself slipping. She dug into the dragon’s wing and 
wrenched herself up. Her arms trembled. 

Then the awkwardly tied vine knots, which tugged painfully hard at 
Thisbe’s waist, began to slip. 





The Black CliFFs oF Grimere 


Still heaving for breath, but with all four sets of claws firmly gripping the cliff 
side, Hux swiveled his head around and looked down. He opened his mouth 
and swiftly bit down on the vines that hung below Thisbe’s waist, careful not 
to sever them, and lifted up. With the weight of the other two off Thisbe, the 
girl shakily climbed up to a safer spot on Hux’s wing as he pulled the vine 
higher. His tail, which had ceased propelling, swept up from below them all 
and coiled to make a platform. He brought it up beneath Fifer. Fifer 
continued flailing until her feet sensed the dragon’s tail below her, and then 
she melted onto it, trembling but safe. For the moment at least. 

Hux raised his coiled tail up, catching Seth on the way. Seth regained 
consciousness just as Thisbe scrambled up the dragon’s shoulder. She went 
around his neck to the other side so that if she or the others fell, the vine 
would catch around Hux’s neck. 

Once they were all safe, they took a moment to catch their breath and 
tighten their vines, and then Thisbe fearfully looked upward. The vines had 
saved them from certain death. But the cliffs stretched to the sky. How were 
they going to get up there? It seemed impossible. 

When Hux had rested for a moment and could speak, he instructed Fifer 
and Seth to climb to his wing and drape themselves over it as Thisbe now did 


on the other side. He needed his tail for the climb. 

They obeyed—there was no other option. And in a most violent and jerking 
fashion, Hux loosened one clawed foot from the rock and found a new hold 
higher up. He did the same with each leg, using his tail for balance and to feel 
around for more footholds. 

They made a bit of progress. The process was painstaking, and the dragon's 
body shook with concentration and strain. Every now and then Hux made a 
lasso with his tail and threw it up into the sky, trying to catch on to any sort 
of rock jutting out to help ease the climb. 

Inch by inch, foothold by foothold, the ice-blue dragon and his passengers 
scaled the side of the black cliff, until finally they were close enough for Hux’s 
tail to reach and encircle one of the smaller, narrower needlelike points. After 
a minute’s rest, Hux called out to the children. 

“Hold on now like never before,” he said wearily. “TIl fold my wings around 
you to help keep you close to my body. This is not going to be easy.” 

The children did what Hux told them to do, and then the dragon tested his 
tail’s grip around the needle to make sure the rock was secure and wouldn't 
break off. Next he began to wind his tail around the base of it. When it held 
fast, Hux scrabbled and jerked his way up the wall as fast as he could go, the 
kids flopping around and trying to hold on, screaming at every heart-stopping 
move. When they approached the top, Hux wound the slack of his tail around 
the needle, then let go and lunged to try to get a claw up and over the edge of 
the precipice. He slid back and his claws scraped along, not catching anything. 
They free-fell for an excruciating second until his tail caught, and they jerked 
to a stop upside down. 

Thisbe shrieked and dug her fingernails into the dragon’s skin. Hux grunted 
and pulled himself up by the tail the rest of the way, until finally he could 
heave his body up between the crags to level ground. 

With a giant shuddering exhale of relief, Hux loosened his wings around 
the children. They flopped limply onto the land, their bones and muscles 
feeling like rubber. They had never been more glad to touch land than they 
were at this moment. At last, they were safe. 

“I thought we were going to die,” said Fifer, choking up now that the 
danger had passed. “The vines saved us.” She let out a sob. 

Thisbe could only nod in response, trying not to imagine the outcome if 
they hadn't been tied together—it was too overwhelming. She stared numbly 


at the sky and gripped the uneven ground. Her body wouldn't stop shaking. 
She closed her eyes and a tear slipped out. 

“We almost didn’t make it,” said Seth. His voice shook, but the realization 
of how close they’d come to falling forever into the abyss filled him with 
horror and wonder. He thought of his mother and how sad she'd be. How she'd 
search for him and wouldn't be able to find him—not even a trace of him or a 
hint of what had taken place. “They would never know what happened to us,” 
he whispered. His face crumpled and tears poured from his eyes. 

Fifer swallowed hard. Her throat was horribly parched and ragged from 
screaming, but she was alive. She'd never been this close to death before. Even 
in the jungle, the girls always knew in the back of their minds that Simber had 
to be somewhere nearby, ready to get them out of a scrape. But there had been 
no safety net like that here. She let her head fall listlessly to one side, feeling 
the precious ground rolling beneath it, and she reached for Thisbe’s hand and 
took it. She didn’t want to think about all the bad things that could have 
happened anymore. 


Once the three friends had a chance to rest, stop shaking, and regain control 
of their senses, they sat up and untied the now worn-out vines from their 
waists. Throwing the remains aside, they looked around. They were perched on 
a black, rocky precipice. Far above them was the majestic fortress. Less than a 
mile down the hill below was a lush, green glen with a village. “Where are we?” 
Fifer asked, turning to Hux. 

Hux was slumped on the ground, completely spent. His eyes were half- 
closed. Perhaps it was his complete exhaustion that led him to finally disclose 
some information. “The black cliffs of Grimere,” he said dully. “We're headed 
up there.” He pointed his tail toward the highest, biggest cliff, where the 
fortress was planted just below a wispy cloud. The sand-colored stone 
structure was a stark contrast to the cliff on which it stood. 

Thisbe spotted the river that ran near the castle and poured off the side of 
the cliff into the abyss, and was reminded of their severe lack of provisions. “Is 
there anything to drink around here?” She shivered, still wet from the journey. 
And though she had no appetite at the moment, she knew they’d be hungry 
soon. 

Hux snorted fire. “In time.” He closed his eyes, pained. The journey had 
taken a terrible toll on him. 


“We should have given him the wings before we left,” said Fifer in a low 
voice, looking guiltily at the others. 

“We couldn't,” said Thisbe. “Besides, we didn’t know how hard it would be. 
He said he could do it.” 

“At least we made it,” said Seth. “I was afraid we weren't going to.” 

“You were afraid all right, I'll give you that,” muttered Thisbe. 

Seth frowned. “Be quiet. You were cowering quite a lot yourself.” He kicked 
a stone as Fifer looked at the other two, perplexed by their petty arguing. They 
were all exhausted from the ordeal. 

Hux began to snore, making the three turn at once toward him. 

“Oh great,” said Thisbe. Now that she was on solid ground, her fear 
dissipated and she realized just how thirsty she was. She eyed the village and 
could barely make out movement in the very center of it. “Do you think it’s 
safe to go down to that village? I want to find us something to eat and drink.” 

“Why wouldnt it be?” asked Fifer. “It looks like lots of other people are 
heading there. Let’s all go.” 

“No,” said Thisbe. “Somebody has to stay with Hux so he doesn’t think we 
abandoned him.” 

“Well, Pm going with you,” said Fifer. “Seth, you stay here.” 

“Okay.” Seth didn’t think he could walk quite yet anyway, and he certainly 
didn’t mind having someone else do the scrounging around for food for him. 
He glanced at Hux, who had smoke drifting up from his nostrils. “Hurry up, 
though.” 

The twins set off down the hillside. There wasn’t a path, so they picked 
their way over the moss and rocks and around the boulders as quickly as they 
could. 

Seth watched them until they were out of sight, then got up and walked to 
the edge of the precipice, peering toward the seven islands. He could see a tiny 
glimpse of the big waterfall every so often when a bit of fog and mist cleared, 
but then it was hidden again. No wonder the people of Artimé hadn't been 
able to find this world. While it really wasn’t all that far away, it was nearly 
impossible to see. This definitely explained the map with the extra piece of 
land on it that Lani had found years before, which was on display on one of 
the walls in the mansion outside her classroom. And now Seth and the twins 
were actually standing on that land. He couldn’t wait to tell Lani that it really 
was here after all—they just had to fly over the waterfall to get to it. 


Hux snorted in his sleep, making Seth jump. Quickly he backed away from 
the edge of the cliff and turned to look up toward the various castles on the 
mountainside. Only a few high points remained bare. From this angle and 
distance, he could see that the strange, stalagmite-like perches were a bit 
larger than they'd appeared from Hux’s approach and werent nearly as 
needlelike as he’d first thought—they were simply narrow at the east end that 
faced the world of the seven islands. 

Seth focused on the biggest castle. The cloud that had hung above it earlier 
had moved on, and now Seth could see the fortress’s majesty more clearly. It 
was enormous, with more than a dozen turrets of varying heights. The sand- 
colored stone seemed to sparkle in different places when the sun caught it, as 
if it had been coated in a light dusting of jewels. 

Seth couldn't quite see the grounds around the castle. But he imagined it 
was the kind of place that would surely have a moat and a drawbridge and 
creatures called horses, like in the plays he was studying in theater class and 
the stories his mother had read to him when he was a little boy—and which he 
still loved to read now. That sent a chill of excitement down his spine. But 
then, thinking of his mother, he cringed. He’d been gone so long already. She 
was going to be furious by the time they got home. But at least he was alive, 
and she wasn’t searching endlessly for him for the rest of her life—that would 
be a good selling point, he decided, when it came time to explain. The thought 
cheered him. 

Seth directed his gaze to the various villages he could see around him. They 
were all quite similar, with a circular town center surrounded by pastel- 
colored houses with orange-tiled roofs. In the middle of each town was an 
open patch of land. People appeared to be traveling on foot between the 
villages. At the moment, most of the people were going toward one particular 
place—the village nearest him, where the girls had gone to get food and water. 

Just then Seth heard a slow rumble in the distance. He looked up toward 
the castle, but the sound wasn’t coming from there. Much farther inland, 
beyond a great forest, a trail of black smoke rose up to form a cloud, then 
began drifting away. Seth puzzled over it, wondering what it was. But he soon 
forgot it when the dragon stirred and nearly rolled over him. He scooted out 
of the way. 

Once fully awake, Hux looked around and realized the girls were gone. 


“Where did they go?” he demanded. 


Seth shrank back. “To the village to find something to eat and drink,” he 
said. “They should be coming back soon.” 

Alarmed, the dragon heaved himself to his feet and stretched out his neck, 
trying to spot them. “They must return immediately!” 

“But we're all really thirsty,” Seth said. “Humans have to eat and drink 
pretty often, you know.” 

Hux swung his head down to look Seth in the eye, so close that Seth could 
feel the heat from his nostrils. The dragon snorted impatiently, spraying 
something hot and sticky onto Seth’s neck. Seth scooted back, grimacing and 
flinging his arm up to wipe it away. 

The dragon didn’t seem to notice. “Better to be thirsty than for them to be 
seen out there in public. If anyone gets a good look at those girls, they'll be 
captured and sold to the highest bidder. You must go and get them.” 

Seth stared. He'd never heard anything so ridiculous in his life. “What are 
you talking about? They’re coming right back.” He peered down at his vest to 
make sure none of the hot dragon . . . whatever . . . had gotten on it. 

Hux wasn’t interested in discussing it. “NOW!” he roared. 

Before the sound of the dragon’s voice faded, Seth was on the run, heading 
down the mountain. 





Glen Freer Market 


Thisbe and Fifer peered over a boulder at the edge of the village and saw a sign 
a short distance away. “Glen Freer Market,” read Fifer. 

“Sounds friendly,” said Thisbe. People scurried about through the narrow 
streets and alleyways. They went in and out of small, pretty houses, pushed 
carts down the road that ran along a short length of the cliff, and led young 
servants loaded with goods toward the center of the town square. Most of the 
servants wore plain, light-colored clothing and tall black boots, while the ones 
directing them were more colorfully dressed. The place seemed safe enough. 

Stealthily the girls followed one overladen cart of fruits and vegetables, 
falling in step behind it and walking nonchalantly like the townspeople, trying 
not to stand out despite their different style of clothing. When the cart hit a 
bump in the road, a few pieces of fruit shook loose from a crate and fell to the 
road. The girls quickly picked them up and stuffed them inside their shirts, 
making their chests look suspiciously lumpier than usual, but no one really 
seemed to be paying attention. Or so they hoped. 

They kept on after the cart, and soon they could hear the noises of the 
market. A little farther along, the narrow road opened up to a large square 
with vendors all around. Townspeople went from stall to stall, trading for 


goods or purchasing items using small gold rocks. Thisbe and Fifer, wide-eyed, 
took it all in. 

“How do you know how many rocks to give?” whispered Fifer. 

“No idea,” said Fifer. 

The servant pulling the cart came up to an empty stall and stopped. The 
girls slipped away and snuck down an alley, then ducked into a doorway to 
figure out what they were going to do. They nodded at some men who walked 
by and pretended to be casual. One of the men frowned at Thisbe and 
narrowed his eyes. But they continued walking. 

Fifer’s attention was focused elsewhere. “Do you hear that?” she whispered 
after the men passed. 

Thisbe listened and heard the distinct sound of rushing water. Quickly the 
girls darted out and followed the noise to the end of the alley. There they 
reached a grassy bank and found a stream. A water mill stood in the middle of 
it, its moss-covered blades turning slowly, lifting the water up and around. The 
twins filled their canteens, taking plenty to drink, and then refilled them so 
they and Seth would have some once they returned. 

“How are we going to get more food?” Fifer asked. “We don’t have any of 
those gold rocks.” 

“We'll have to steal it.” Thisbe twisted the cap tightly on her canteen and 
put it back in her rucksack. Then she fished the fruit out of her shirt and put 
that into her bag as well. 

Fifer pulled her fruit out too, looked at it longingly, then placed it gently 
into the rucksack on top of Thisbe’s. 

Suddenly there was a scurry of footsteps behind them. Before either one of 
the girls could turn, they heard a man’s voice. “There they are,” he said. “That 
one’s been caught before!” 

As Thisbe whirled around in surprise, she felt a strong, calloused hand 
reaching over her mouth, then a scratchy cloth placed over her nose that had a 
sickly sweet smell. She tried to scream. 

“Ah, see?” the man said triumphantly to his friend, who had snatched Fifer. 
“Both of them! Now that makes for a lucky day!” 

“TIl say,” said the friend gleefully. 

Thisbe didn’t comprehend what the men were talking about. She reared 
back as hard as she could and tried kicking her captor, but try as she might, 
she couldn’t connect. She twisted and struggled, but she was stuck fast. She 


gasped for breath, the horrible sweetness from the cloth permeating her nose 
and throat, and traveling into her brain. She felt a strange fuzziness creep in 
and take over her, making the market sounds seem distant and growing ever 
fainter. Her sight blurred. She fought to keep her senses, fought to shout or at 
least think of some magical spell she could say to stop them, but she couldn’t 
speak. Her mouth couldn’t even form a single word. With one last, limp 
struggle, everything went black and she slumped forward, unconscious. 





The Most Magical Ones 


When Thisbe opened her eyes, her cheek was pressed against the cold, stone 
ground. Drool dripped from the corner of her lips. She wrinkled her nose, 
coughed, and sat up, wiping her mouth on her sleeve. She remembered her 
rucksack and looked frantically for it, and found it nearby—nothing had been 
stolen. 

Fifer was lying next to her. The last glimmers of another of Alex’s seek 
spells faded in the air in front of her. It only made Thisbe feel more helpless. 
The memory of the capture and that sickly sweet smell made her feel ill. 
Nothing was what she’d expected—this adventure was not fun at all. In fact, it 
was terrible. She sniffed and held back her tears. She had to be strong and get 
them out of here . . . wherever they were. 

The sounds of the marketplace grew clearer. Thisbe looked around, her 
head still feeling foggy. They were in a small, prisonlike cave, with three rough 
walls hewn from natural stone. The fourth wall, which locked them in, was 
made of bamboo bars going in a crosshatch pattern. Thisbe crawled forward 
and looked around. She could see out to the market square a short distance 
away. Occasionally someone walked by and peered in, curious. One tough- 
looking woman spat at Thisbe and muttered, “Tough luck, thief.” 


Thisbe recoiled, but when the woman continued walking, she scowled at 
her. “It was only a few pieces of fruit! Sheesh.” She shook the bars, found them 
to be frustratingly secure, then crawled over to Fifer and touched her leg. 
“Fife. Hey. Wake up.” 

Fifer groaned and stirred. She opened her eyes and squinted at the stone 
ceiling. After a minute, she asked, “Where are we?” 

“Not far from the marketplace, but were stuck in here. We have to do 
something.” She went back to the bars and glared at a man who looked inside. 
He hurried on. She gripped the bamboo with both hands, and with as much 
concentration as she could muster, whispered, “Release.” 

Nothing happened. 

Fifer got to her feet and went over to where Thisbe stood at the bars. “Plug 
your ears,” she said. “Lemme see what I can do.” 

Thisbe quickly put her hands over her ears, and Fifer, hoping to break the 
bars, emitted a high-pitched whoop that sounded musical, though it was 
awfully loud. From the marketplace they heard the sound of glass breaking, 
followed by a burst of angry voices. But the bars remained intact. A second 
later they could hear a fluttering noise. 

“Crud, here come the birds.” Thisbe quickly ran to the back of their little 
prison and ducked down in a corner. She covered her head with her arms as a 
swarm of birds flocked to Fifer, some of them coming inside the prison. 

Fifer looked at them. “I wish youd do something besides stand there,” she 
muttered. They stared back. Finally Fifer shooed them all away. “They’re gone,” 
she called. 

Thisbe got up and returned to Fifer’s side. “I hate those things.” 

“I know. I wish they were more useful. What other spells do we know? 
Anything that can help us?” Fifer thought through the magical spells they 
could do. “The glass spell won't do us any good in here.” 

“Neither will invisible hooks.” Thisbe quirked her finger anyway and 
pointed at the wall. A spark shot out and supposedly an invisible hook 
attached itself to the wall, though neither girl felt like going to feel around for 
it. 

“You know,” said Fifer, “those hooks might have come in handy on the side 
of the cliff.” 

“Hmm,” said Thisbe. She wasn’t used to thinking that way—most of the 
time she was trying not to do magic. But throwing out a few hooks might have 


actually been something good .. . if only she’d thought of it. Another missed 
opportunity. But then she frowned. “I doubt these little hooks would be strong 
enough to hold a dragon.” 

“Yeah, you're probably right. Plus, he wouldn’t have been able to see them.” 
Fifer thought some more. “What else can we do?” 

“Well,” said Thisbe with a little shudder, “I suppose I can try to kill 
someone if we get really desperate.” She hated the thought of it but 
remembered how they'd been captured. Perhaps she should have used the 
boom spell then. But she was glad she hadn't, now that she knew she was 
alive . . . and just stuck. 

“What about the shatter spell?” Fifer suggested. 

“Lani said that only works on people, and she also warned me never to do it 
because it almost cost her Alex’s friendship when they were doing Perseus, 
Perseus, their first play together.” 

“We're not trying to keep anyone’s friendship.” 

“True, but I don’t see how it helps.” 

Fifer scowled. “Tm trying it on the bars anyway.” 

“Fine. Go for it.” Thisbe folded her arms and stepped back while Fifer held 
on to the center bars and closed her eyes. After a long moment of 
concentrating, she whispered, “Shatter.” 

Nothing happened. 

Fifer opened her eyes, and her face fell. 

Thisbe emitted a hollow laugh, trying to mask her growing fear that they 
might never escape. “For being the most magical people in Artimé, we sure 
can’t do very much.” 

“Because nobody will teach us. It’s not our fault. Maybe we aren’t the most 
magical yet. But we will be. Everyone says so.” 

The two contemplated silently for a few minutes. 

“Well,” they said at the same time. 

“You go ahead,” said Fifer. 

“I was going to say we could send Seth a seek spell.” 

“That’s what I was going to say. I don’t like it, though.” Fifer scrunched up 
her face. Neither of them wanted to ask for Seth’s help. But he might have 
components in his vest that could break down the barrier. “I suppose there’s 
no other option,” she said reluctantly. “No use being stupid about it. We’re 
turning into stubborn Alex.” 


“Ugh,” said Thisbe. 

Fifer reached into her pocket and pulled out the folded page of the script 
Seth had given her. She closed her eyes and sighed, then tried to concentrate 
on it. But before Fifer could say the word “seek,” Thisbe laid a hand on her 
arm. “Wait a second,” she whispered. “Look. Out there to the left.” 

Fifer opened her eyes. Not far outside their prison, near one of the 
vegetable stands, was a boy about their age who was staring at them. Like 
many of the people they'd seen so far in the village, he had medium brown 
skin and wavy, shiny black hair. It was strange for the twins to see people who 
had similar features to their own. The boy wore a ragged, lightly patterned 
shirt that looked like it had once been beautiful, but now the sleeves were 
ripped off and the colors faded to a pale hue. His tan pants were tattered and 
barely reached below his knees. And unlike other servants, he was barefoot. 
When Fifer stared back, the boy narrowed his eyes and lifted his chin 
defiantly. 

Thisbe frowned. “What’s his problem?” she muttered to Fifer. 

Soon a girl, taller but with similar features and similarly dressed, joined the 
boy and began to berate him for not following her. He pointed to Thisbe and 
Fifer and said something the twins couldn't hear. The girl and boy started 
angrily toward the prison. 

Fifer and Thisbe shrank back. These two didn’t seem like they were about 
to rescue them, that was clear enough. “What’s happening?” whispered Fifer. 

“I don’t know.” 

The girl began to yell at Thisbe and Fifer in a different language, as if she 
expected them to understand her. She waved her hands wildly, pointed at the 
boy, then imitated an explosion. 

Fifer gave Thisbe a side-eye glance. “I think that boy figured out we caused 
the glass stuff to break,” she said from the corner of her mouth. 

“Pretty sure you're right,” said Thisbe. She put her face up against the bars. 
“Tl clean it all up if you let us out of here,” she said to the girl. 

The girl stopped speaking, frowned, and looked puzzled. “You speak the 
language of the dragons and our people,” she said, and now the twins could 
understand her clearly, though she had an accent that sounded uncommon to 
them. “Where do you come from?” 

Thisbe and Fifer didn’t dare respond. The girl drew closer, peering into the 
shadow of the prison. She tugged at the boy, pulling him along and pointing at 


Thisbe’s hair, then uttered something in her original language that made him 
stare. Slowly his lips parted, and his eyes grew wide. “Thief,” he whispered. 

“Look closer,” said the girl. 

The boy obeyed, but the twins stepped uncertainly into the shadows again. 
“What are you looking at?” asked Thisbe, growing annoyed. “If you're not 
going to let us out, then go away.” 

The two onlookers didn’t respond. They peered into the shadowy prison at 
Fifer, and the girl pointed at her, saying something rapidly to the boy. An 
unsettled look crossed his face. Slowly they backed away from the cage. And 
then they ran. 

“That was really weird,” said Thisbe. She returned to the bars to watch 
them go. “They’re obviously not going to help us. Are you ready to try the seek 
spell?” 

Fifer came back to Thisbe’s side, craning her neck to see where the boy and 
girl went, but they had moved out of sight. She still gripped Seth’s scene page 
in her hand. “I suppose.” She sighed. “Okay, well, here we go.” She closed her 
eyes and let out a breath, trying to concentrate. 

“Wait,” Thisbe said again. 

Fifer opened her eyes. “Now what?” 

“I just remembered there’s one spell we haven’t tried. And now might be a 
good time to practice it.” 

“There is?” Fifer thought for a moment. “What is it?” she asked, and then, 
“Oooh.” She eyed the prison bars, then glanced at her twin. “Do you think it'll 
work on chat?” 

Thisbe shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it? We might as well try.” 

“I wasn’t paying enough attention,” said Fifer, stepping back a little 
fearfully. “You do it.” 

“Gladly.” Thisbe’s black eyes sparked with hope. If she could pull it off, this 
would be the biggest spell she’d done so far that didn’t happen by accident . . . 
and it could get them out of here. 

She shook out her wrists, then rubbed her palms together. Then she moved 
to the center of the bars and placed her hands in the very middle. She closed 
her eyes and cleared her mind, remembering how Alex had taken his time 
with it. She focused on what she wanted to happen, since she wasn’t quite sure 


what else she should be thinking about. She let herself relax completely, and 


then, when she was good and ready, she whispered the magic verbal 
component. “Live.” 





More Than She’d Bargained 
For 


The bamboo bars began to move. They pulsed so gently at first that Thisbe 
wasn't quite sure it was happening. She opened her eyes but didn’t let go. “I 
think it’s working,” she said. 

“Tm not sure how it'll help us,” said Fifer, cautious but skeptical. “But good 
job,” she added. “First try. That’s pretty great.” 

“I just did what Alex did. Maybe if these bars get enough movement, they'll 
crack, and we'll be able to break them open wide enough for us to squeeze 
out.” Thisbe released her hands as the bars began moving more. “Come on,” she 
pleaded to them. “Really live. Live like you mean it!” She backed away, and 
their prison door began to sway in and out, straining at the edges where it was 
attached to the stone cave. 

“Whoa,” said Fifer. “I think it heard you.” 

“Just be ready. If it pops out, were going to have to run for it.” Thisbe didn’t 
take her eyes off the bars. The bamboo grid began to billow, and suddenly the 
top right corner of it worked its way out of the stone. It waved this way and 
that, and with a series of little pops, the grid came loose one bar at a time 
along the top and several rows down the right side of their prison. 


The girls took a few more steps back, and Fifer’s eyes grew concerned. “This 
thing is a lot more active than Alex’s wings were,” she said. “What did you do 
to it?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“I think you turned it into a monster.” They inched backward until they 
were up against the back wall. As the bars popped loose and the freed section 
became larger, the grid began to fan wildly. Soon the bottom right corner 
popped out. The bars began twisting and curling, trying to loosen the rest of 
it, almost as if it were alive. It made broad swipes inside the prison, forcing 
the girls into the corner farthest from the opening. 

“We have to get around it,” said Thisbe, a bit breathless. People in the 
market noticed what was happening. A wave of panic spread through the area. 

“I think we might be in trouble,” said Fifer. The bamboo grate flailed 
dangerously close, and the girls flattened themselves against the rock. 

Another corner broke loose. “Now!” shouted Thisbe, grabbing her rucksack 
and shoving her sister forward. The bars curled out, and the girls made a break 
for the opening. Fifer managed to get out safely, but the bars twisted and came 
back before Thisbe could escape. They caught her and knocked her flat. 
“Ouch!” she cried, and scrambled along the prison floor. “Help!” She dove for 
the opening. Fifer grabbed her sister’s hand and yanked her out of the way. 

Thisbe got to her feet, and the two girls ran into the alley, then stopped 
short to look back. Finally the bars broke loose from the last corner. The 
people in the marketplace ran away screaming, and the grid, filled with 
exuberant magical life, wiggled and tumbled and chased after them. The girls 
looked around desperately, trying to get their bearings, and searched for the 
way out of the maze of alleyways so they could get back to the mountain. The 
grid circled around and began pursuing the twins. 

“Oh no—it’s following us!” said Fifer. 

“Run uphill!” shouted Thisbe. The girls finally found their way out of town. 
They kept going, starting up the mountainside, and didn’t stop until they were 
a quarter of the way back to the dragon. They rested for a moment to catch 
their breath, looking back over the village, and realized the grid hadn't 
followed them very far, for now it was terrorizing the marketplace. Carts and 
tables were overturned, and produce was spilled everywhere, getting trampled 
by the stampede of people trying to escape the strange, living wooden 
structure. 


“I guess I didn’t quite know what I was doing there after all,” Thisbe 
admitted. 

“At least we're safe.” 

“That’s for sure.” 

“I hope it doesn’t hurt anyone.” 

“Me too. I feel bad about the mess.” Thisbe cringed. She didn’t think this 
was the kind of magic Alex had in mind for her and Fifer either. Was it even 
possible for her to get it right? 

They watched a moment longer, and then Fifer gasped and pointed. There, 
in the center of the chaos, grabbing armloads of food, was a figure with a very 
familiar gait. He was moving almost without being able to see overtop his 
stash of goods, yet he continued to scoop up everything he could. Fifer leaned 
forward and squinted. “Is that—? Yes! It’s Seth 

“Oh no,” said Thisbe, catching sight of him. “What's he doing? He needs to 
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pay attention and get out of there. He’s running straight toward the grid 

Unable to help, the two watched in horror as Seth realized his error a 
second too late. He sidestepped and slipped on some trampled fruit. His 
armload of stolen goods went flying, and he flopped down in front of the 
pursuing prison door. A moment later one corner of the bars hooked Seth by 
his shirt and took him on a ride into the air. Then it slammed him into the 
ground and dragged him around again in the same manner as it rolled through 
the square. 

“Seth!” the girls cried out, forgetting all about needing to escape. They 
knew they had to do something. There was no way Seth could survive that 
kind of ride for long. Without another word, both girls ran back down the 
mountain toward the village to rescue their friend. 





Saving Seth 


How do we turn it off?” Fifer shrieked as she and Thisbe ran toward Seth. “Can 
you just do a release spell?” 

“Alex sang that ridiculous song—remember?” 

“Do you know the words?” asked Fifer. Their voices jiggled as they ran. 

“I didn’t pay very close attention to that part,” Thisbe lamented. “I figured 
we wouldn’t ever have to shut down the dragon wings once we had them 
going.” 

“Same here,” said Fifer. They lost sight of Seth and the grid monster they'd 
created, but the cloud of dust rising up over the square told them where they 
were. 

The townspeople had scattered by now, abandoning their booths and their 
precious goods—and Seth—to spare their lives. When the twins rounded the 
corner that led to the square, they saw Seth flipping around upside down, his 
legs kicking wildly as he rummaged in his component vest pockets for a spell 
that would free him or stop the grid. “Release!” he cried over and over as he 
searched, but the prison bars kept moving. Components fell out of Seth’s 
pockets and littered the square every time he went upside down. 

“Come on!” Fifer ran nimbly over the cobbled ground, careful to avoid the 


mashed produce so she didn’t end up on her back like Seth had. 


Thisbe followed in her sister’s footsteps. “What are we going to do? Can't 
you call the birds in?” 

“What good would that do? They'll just fly around and do nothing and 
leave again. They might even swoop in at Seth—who knows? I wish I could do 
more than just call them. Maybe if you had made a giant birdseed monster 
come alive, they could do something about it.” 

Thisbe thought about her glass spell but couldn’t see how that would help 
matters. She didn’t want Seth slamming into a glass wall, that was for sure. 
And she didn’t think her death spell would help in this situation either, even if 
she dared try it. That one only worked when she was piping mad. Right now 
she was scared. And even if she could manage to do it, she didn’t think it 
would kill a piece of bamboo. Besides, she didn’t want to accidentally hit Seth 
with it. 

Most everything else magical she and Fifer had done had happened 
randomly and often unexpectedly, and they'd rarely been able to re-create 
those spells unless they had a good idea of how to do it. Alex had been 
especially careful to caution the people of Artime not to let the girls see them 
do any noncomponent magic, because they'd be sure to imitate it, which is 
how Thisbe had learned the glass spell. 

“He-e-elp!” said Seth. The word came out in gasps as he seemed to spot the 
girls. 

Thinking maybe she was the only one who could release the spell since she’d 
been the one to cast it, Thisbe ran ahead and shouted with great authority, 
“Release!” She even managed to touch a piece of the prison bars before it 
moved out of reach, hoping that might help. But the structure kept going as if 
nothing had happened. 

“Just hang on, Seth!” cried Fifer. 

“Sing the song, Fife!” urged Thisbe. 

“I told you I don’t know it!” Fifer yelled back. “Why don’t you sing it?” 

“Singing is in your studies, not mine!” Thisbe said. “That means you're 
supposed to pay attention to those parts.” 

“Now you're just making up rules!” said Fifer, but she felt guilty for not 
writing down the song Alex sang to get the wings to stop moving. Thisbe was 
right. Singing was her thing. And even if they'd never officially talked about 
which of them would be best to learn the different varieties of magic spells, it 
seemed logical that Fifer would handle the singing ones. 
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“Stop arguing and do-o-o-o0 something! Please!” Seth called out again. 


“We'll just have to grab him when he comes around again and pull him off,” 
said Thisbe. 

The twins eyed the moving structure, trying to predict where it would go 
next. When it came charging toward them, they flinched identically but held 
their ground. “Reach out your hands, Seth!” Fifer called. 

Seth did it—or at least he tried—but he was awfully dizzy. When the 
rolling structure of sticks drew near, the girls grabbed Seth’s hands and leaped 
out of the way, pulling him with them. He hit the ground with a sickening 
thump, his face slamming onto the pavement. Luckily some squashed 
tomatoes kept him from hitting it too hard. 

Fifer and Thisbe took a fresh grip on his hands and pulled him along over 
the smashed produce, slipping and sliding, as the giant tumbleweed headed off 
in a different direction. When they were a safe distance away, they let go of 
Seth’s hands. Thisbe glanced around warily, making sure the men from earlier 
hadn’t spotted them. 

Seth sat up, disoriented, and together all three watched as the prison grate 
roamed down an alley, heading straight for the cliff. Soon it threw itself over 
the edge and was gone. 

The children breathed a sigh of relief and looked around the square. It 
seemed like a hurricane had come through it. Thisbe caught sight of a couple 
of villagers hiding behind a flipped table. She narrowed her gaze as she 
realized it was the boy and girl from earlier. She caught the boy’s darting 
glance and held it, but he made no move to do anything. He only eyed her 
fearfully. After a minute or two, when Seth decided it was time to try standing 
up again, Thisbe forgot about the strangers. 

Seth was covered in slime. Part of a smashed tomato clung to his cheek as 
he got up; then it slid off and hit the ground with a splat. “Well, I have to say 
that was terrifying.” He wiped his cheek on his sleeve and checked his front 
teeth to make sure they were still in place. His body ached. “How exactly did 
all of this happen?” He examined his component vest, and his face fell. It was 
covered in sticky goop. 

“Tell you on the way,” Thisbe said, growing cautious again now that the 
grid was gone. “Let’s get out of here before the creeps who captured us come 
back. Are you okay?” 

“Good enough to walk,” said Seth, trying not to cringe at every step. 


The three of them set off the way they'd come, through the backstreets and 
up over the rocks, forging a path to the dragon. They moved slowly to 
accommodate Seth’s turned ankle and various unnamed injuries. As they went, 
Thisbe kept watch over her shoulder while Fifer told Seth the story of their 
frightening capture and imprisonment, and the magical experiment that 
ensued and went horribly wrong. 

“Hux was pretty mad when he found out where you'd gone,” Seth said. “He 
told me you were in grave danger, but I didn’t really believe him. I’m sorry.” 

“Clearly he was right,” muttered Thisbe. “We know that now. But did he say 
why?” 

“No. He just told me to get you.” 

Thisbe flashed him a judgmental look. “So once you got to the village to 
rescue us from grave danger, you decided to steal food instead.” 

“Hey,” said Seth defensively. “I haven’t eaten since yesterday and I was 
starving. I was going to find you. Besides, the place was chaotic.” His gaze 
landed on her bulging rucksack. “You don’t happen to have any water in there, 
do you?” 

“Yeah.” Thisbe pulled out one of the filled canteens. “Here.” 

Seth stopped to take a drink. Fifer put her hand up to shade her eyes and 
looked toward the cliff where they'd landed. “We should be getting close. Do 
you see Hux anywhere?” 

“Maybe he’s hiding,” said Seth, capping the canteen and handing it back to 
Thisbe. “He seemed afraid to go down to the village. Which is really weird, 
since this is supposed to be the land of the dragons and all.” 

“Hiding?” asked Thisbe. “Where’s a dragon supposed to hide on a 
mountainside? And why would he be afraid of anything?” She put the canteen 
away and they set off again. 

They continued hiking up the mountain, growing more and more unsure of 
where exactly they'd landed with Hux. The ice-blue dragon was nowhere to be 
seen. They trekked for hours, combing the area, looking around giant boulders 
and quietly calling out Hux’s name. 

When night began to fall, they grew frantic, but they knew they'd traveled 
more than far enough to find him. Where was he? They didn’t want to believe 
the truth—Hux was gone. 





To the Rescue 


While Fifer, Thisbe, and Seth were wandering aimlessly around the black cliffs 
of Grimere, Simber was only just coming upon Warbler Island. He spotted a 
familiar white boat skimming the waves offshore. “Therrre’s Sky,” he told 
Carina and Thatcher. “I'll drrrop down to let herrr know what’s happened.” 

Sky noticed them soon enough, and she slowed the boat a little to match 
Simber’s speed. “Where are you off to?” she shouted, and put her hand above 
her eyes to shield the sunlight. Sky’s auburn hair was streaked with natural 
highlights, and it flew wildly in the wind. Her light brown skin was darker 
than usual and peppered with freckles from spending so much time on the 
water between Warbler and the Island of Fire. 

Carina explained everything to her. 

Sky listened with alarm. “Do you need me to go back to Artimé?” she asked, 
her brow furrowing. “Or come with you? Is Alex okay? I'll bet he’s panicking.” 

“He’s a little upset,” Carina said. “But he’s all right. I think you can stay here 
and keep working with your mother. It'll probably do Alex good to stew about 
it alone for a bit. And Aaron’s not far away by tube if he needs help.” 

“Is everything else all right? How is Kaylee? And the baby?” 

“Kaylee and the baby are doing wonderfully,” said Carina. “Everything else 
is exactly the same as when you left. Artimé and Quill are sleepy as always.” 


She paused. “How is your project?” 

Sky glanced in the direction of the Island of Fire, which wasn’t visible at 
the moment. “It’s going well. Scarlet has been a big help,” said Sky. “We've 
turned the old broken underwater glass cage into a feeding station for sea life, 
and weve completely redone the gardens inside the reverse aquarium to 
resemble Ishibashi’s greenhouse. And,” Sky said, a gleam in her eye, “I’m so close 
to figuring out how to stop the island from plunging underwater. I can feel it.” 
She took on a faraway look. It had been her mission for years to figure out the 
mysterious scientific workings of the volcanic pirate island. “I almost got 
pulled under the other day, though. I thought life was over for me.” 

“Didn't you feel the island trembling?” asked Thatcher, who had never been 
on or inside the underwater island, but who'd heard plenty about it. 

“Barely,” admitted Sky. “That’s part of the problem. As I’ve been working on 
changing the climate inside the volcano, the tremors have lessened, and they 
don’t offer as much warning as they used to. I was so wrapped up in my work 
—thought I had more time. Thankfully Scarlet was in the boat and saw the 
water rippling. She scooped me up at the last second and got us out of there.” 
Sky patted the control panel. “If this thing wasn’t magic, I don’t think we 
would’ve been able to get away from the suction.” 

Carina looked alarmed. “Be careful, please,” she murmured. “We need you.” 

“I will, believe me,” said Sky. “Don’t mention that to Alex, all right? He’s 
always so... so worried. You know? I don’t want to give him anything else to 
fret over when his sisters and Seth are missing.” 

“Speaking of them,” said Simber, “we rrreally should continue.” 

“Right,” said Thatcher. “Lers keep moving. We’ve got a long flight. Nice 
seeing you, Sky. Say hi to Scarlet for me.” 

“T will.” 

“And ... for Crow,” Thatcher added with a half smile. 

Sky grinned. “You got it.” She turned back to Simber. “Stop by and let me 
know once you've found them, will you? If you think of it, I mean.” 

“Of courrrse we will,” Simber promised. 

Soon the trio was on their way again, with the long night stretching out 
before them. They were only a third of the way to the waterfall that marked 
the western edge of their world . . . and there was no telling how much farther 


they'd have to go beyond it to find the land of the dragons. 





Lost and Alone 


While ‘Thatcher and Carina were gearing up for their second night balancing 
on the back of a stone cheetah, Fifer, Thisbe, and Seth found themselves alone 
in a foreign world with no way to get home, or even make contact with home. 
And after their experiences earlier in the day, they were feeling more than a 
little jumpy. 

They hadn't thought to bring any seek spell items from Alex or the others 
in Artimé—Fifer only carried a single created item from Seth with her, which 
did them no good now that he was sitting right next to them. Yet every few 
hours Alex sent seek spells to the girls from Artimé. Being unable to respond 
was just one more thing that made them feel helpless, and they were quickly 
veering toward hopelessness, too. The reality of their predicament hit them 
like a door slamming in their faces—first came stunned silence, then painful 
realization, then a terrible sense of dread. 

“No one knows where we are,” said Fifer. “No one. We’re going to die out 
here, and they'll never find us.” Her lip began to quiver, and a tear escaped one 
eye. She batted at it fiercely but didn’t trust her voice to say more. 

Thisbe hated to see her sister so upset. Even though she felt the same way, 
she tried to hold her worries inside. “It’s going to be okay,” she said grimly, 
though she couldn’t imagine how. Using the last bit of daylight, she scoured 


the mountainside, hoping to catch a glimpse of the ice-blue dragon. Surely he 
was too big to disappear completely, but it seemed he had done just that. He 
wasn't anywhere—not up the mountain toward the castle, not in the valleys in 
between or by the forest farther inland, not down the mountain toward the 
little village of Glen Freer, which was now in shambles. 

“Hux said our plan was to get to that castle,” Seth said. “Maybe he went 
ahead . . . without us? That hardly seems smart, though.” 

“What if he was captured?” asked Fifer, sniffling. “What are we going to 
do?” 

Thisbe paused her search, thinking aloud. “Well, the other dragons are 
probably hanging around that castle, right? I mean, that’s why Hux brought us 
here, to fix their wings, so if the castle is where he said we need to go, Arabis 
and the others would be there.” 

“I suppose,” said Fifer, and Seth nodded. 

“Then all we have to do is find one of the dragons and make new wings, and 
have him take us home. It doesn’t have to be Hux.” 

Seth and Fifer looked at Thisbe as they ran the proposed solution through 
their minds. Fifer wanted to believe it would be that simple. “I guess that 
would work,” she said, though her tone was doubtful. Ever since she and 
Thisbe had been abducted, frightening what-ifs had filtered into Fifer’s 
thoughts. Fears shed never even imagined before were suddenly piling up, 
poking at her to notice them. 

This experience had been nothing like she’d expected—it wasn’t glamorous 
at all, like the stories Lani and Alex and the others had told. It was awful. The 
twins and Seth couldnt trust anyone here. They were wandering around 
aimlessly without a place to sleep, without decent food or enough water. And 
Hux had abandoned them. 

Fifer began to wonder if Alex had been right about this trip being too 
risky. It certainly felt that way now. And she couldn’t stop worrying about 
getting back home again. 

She sat up, unable to keep her worries inside. “But, Thisbe, the dragons are 
slaves. Do you still believe the Revinir will let one of them take us home after 
were done making new wings? Or is he going to maybe ... I don’t know... . 
take us as slaves too? Like those men in Glen Freer tried to do?” 

Thisbe’s expression darkened. “Well,” she reasoned, “the Revinir sent for 
somebody to fix the wings. So he needs us. He’s not going to do anything to 


hurt us.” At least... not right away, she thought. 

For once, Seth was less worried than the twins about something. “Seriously 
—what would the Revinir want with a bunch of kids? Were not anything 
special.” 

Thisbe tried not to feel insulted. “Well, whatever. It doesn’t matter anyway. 
We don’t have any other options, do we? We can’t sit on this mountain forever. 
The dragons are our only way home.” 

The knot in Fifer’s stomach tightened a bit. But she swallowed hard and 
tried to sound upbeat. “So we should just go up there and .. . find them?” 

“Exactly,” said Thisbe with more confidence than she felt. 

“It looks awfully steep,” said Seth, who preferred flying to climbing, 
especially after the bamboo-grid incident had left him limping. The moon, 
rising behind the castle, made it glow in the night sky. The high ground was 
far off with a few valleys in between, and the climb would be steeply uphill a 
good portion of the way. “It’s going to take us forever to get there.” 

Thisbe frowned. “I guess I'll go get us some more food, then.” She 
rummaged through the rucksack and took out what they'd stolen so far, 
stacking it on a flat rock. Then she pulled out the canteens and handed them 
around. “Let’s eat and drink what’s left. I'll get more.” 

“You're not going alone,” said Fifer. “And we shouldn't leave anybody alone 
on this mountain, either. We need to stick together from now on.” 

Thisbe agreed. The three wearily went back down the mountainside again. 
In the dark, the town square was sparsely lit by torches around the perimeter, 
and the streets around it were unevenly illuminated by lights coming from 
house windows. Most of the townspeople had cleaned up their stalls by now, 
and the carts and tables were gone. But on the outskirts of the square in the 
dirt and bushes, the children found a few pieces of produce and some crushed 
loaves of bread. They snatched them up. 

Once they had picked up everything edible, stuffing the rucksack as well as 
all of their pockets, Seth remembered his lost magical components. He ran 
back into the square where he'd been turned upside down by the prison grate 
and got down on his hands and knees, feeling all around, trying to find some 
of the components he’d lost. He managed to locate a bundle of scatterclips and 
a blinding highlighter, which could also serve as a light if they needed it, and a 
few preserve spells, which seemed completely useless at the moment, as he had 
nothing of value that needed preserving. He kept them anyway. 


When Fifer heard a rustling sound down an alleyway near her, she fled 
toward the others and whispered harshly, “Someone’s coming. Let’s go!” 

Seth abandoned his search and shoved what he’d found into his vest 
pockets, and then the three of them snuck away to the river to fill the canteens 
again. As Fifer bent down to fill hers, they heard a crackling noise somewhere 
in the darkness. 

“We should hurry,” murmured Thisbe, looking around wildly, fearful that 
the men from earlier might come back. They hadn't seen anyone outside—and 
now many more of the house windows and apartments above the shuttered 
shops were lit up. Shadows passed in front of them as people went about their 
evening rituals. Smells of dinner cooking wafted out and made the children’s 
stomachs growl, which in turn made them even more homesick. 

They drank their fill from the river, capped the canteens, and tried to clean 
Seth’s sticky clothes and hair the best they could. Then they headed back up 
the mountain, glancing over their shoulders now and then as they went. It was 
slow going without much light to help them find their way—they counted on 
the moon to guide their journey and keep them from stepping too close to the 
edge of the cliff. A faint boom echoed from far away, like the one Seth had 
heard earlier, and an angsty animal’s howl broke their concentration. The 
children tried not to think about what sort of strange animals or creatures 
they might encounter without warning. 

After a time, the sky grew cloudy and the moon became veiled, making it 
even harder for the children to see. Seth, who was leading at the moment, 
tripped over a rock and went sprawling, coming to rest in an open area. He 
muttered under his breath and sat up, rubbing his sore ankle. 

“Why don’t you use your highlighter?” urged Fifer. 

“I don’t want to waste it. Let’s just camp here,” he said crossly. “Tm tired 
and hungry.” 

“Good idea,” said Fifer. 

Thisbe wrinkled up her nose at the other two, knowing they couldn’t see 
her doing so, and said nothing. She wanted to keep going. Their limited water 
wouldn’t last them long, and they had no idea where or when they'd find more. 
But she was tired too, so she didn’t argue. 

There wasn’t much they could do to make a camp, since they had no gear, 
so they just sat down on the smoothest ground they could find. Once they 
settled and had a little something to eat and drink, they began wishing for 


blankets, but those weren’t to be had. At least their clothes were dry, though 
they were a bit stiff and scratchy from all the seawater they'd soaked up. One 
by one, huddled together, Fifer, Seth, and Thisbe dropped off to sleep. 


They had no idea anyone was watching them. 





The Other Children 


When Thisbe opened her eyes at dawn and remembered where she was and why 
she was lying on the ground, she immediately reached for her rucksack. It felt 
strangely lighter. She sat up and opened it, then gasped. The canteens were 
there, but the food was gone. 

She looked at Seth, wondering if he was to blame, but she didn’t think he 
would have eaten all the food and left none for the girls—he wasn’t a horrible 
person. Besides, he was lying in almost exactly the same position he’d been in 
when they went to sleep last night. 

It couldn’t have been Fifer. She was fond of food, no doubt, but she’d never 
do something like that. Thisbe scanned the mountainside, wondering if one of 
those strange animals they'd heard howling was responsible. But how could an 
animal open the rucksack without destroying it? 

And then she spotted him. Sitting on a small boulder several yards away 
was the boy from the market. He was eating a piece of fruit—their fruit—and 
he cradled several more pieces in a sling made from his ragged shirttails. 

“Hey!” Thisbe shouted, scrambling to her feet and stumbling over the 
uneven ground toward him. “Fifer, Seth, wake up! Let’s get him!” 

The boy whirled around and instinctively threw the core at her, hitting her 
in the shoulder. His eyes widened, almost like he couldn't believe he’d done it. 


Then he took off running. 

“Stop!” yelled Thisbe again as Fifer and Seth roused to see what was 
happening. “Give us back our food, you thief!” She ran after him. 

The boy stopped and turned. “No, you are the thief,” he challenged, with an 
accent similar to the girl he’d been with the previous day. He started coming 
toward her, glaring, his face iron hard in the morning light. 

Thisbe began to protest, but she had to admit the boy was right. They'd 
stolen the food—even if it had been trampled and would never sell. “Were 
both thieves, then,” she said amicably. Fifer and Seth caught up to her and 
stopped. 

The boy stared at Thisbe, surprised by her candor. The corner of his mouth 
tugged upward, but he forced the iron gaze back on his face and looked at the 
three who watched him. Then he frowned and tossed a loaf of smashed bread 
at Thisbe, who caught it. The boy turned and slipped lithely between the 
rocks, heading up the mountainside. 

“Wait,” said Thisbe. She shoved the bread at Fifer and ran after the boy. 
“Where are you going? What's your name?” 

He kept walking, though he slowed a little. “Doesn’t matter.” 

Thisbe caught up to him. “I’m Thisbe.” 

The boy stared straight ahead. “Dev.” 

“Why doesn’t it matter? Your name? I think everyone’s name matters.” 

At this, Dev sighed and picked up his pace. “I have to go. You'd better stay 
hidden, magical thief Thisbe, or you'll go right back to that jail. They'll be 
looking hard for you today. And you're not difficult to spot, if you know what 
I mean.” 

Thisbe frowned. “I don’t have a clue what you mean.” 

“You're not from here.” Dev said it matter-of-factly. He started jogging. 

Thisbe ran after him. “Wait, please. I need to know if there’s more water up 
the mountain. We have to get to that castle.” 

“You don’t want to go up there.” Dev stopped short, and Thisbe bumped 
into him. 

“Sorry,” she muttered. She looked up at him, expecting him to say sorry too, 
but instead his face froze as he saw her up close and in the sunlight for the 
first time. 


His lips parted, and he emitted a soft gasp. “Oh,” he said. “Shanti was right.” 


“Oh, what?” Thisbe demanded. And then she noticed his eyes. They were 
black like hers. 





Friend or Foe 


Devs demeanor changed. “How did you escape?” he asked softly. “Are the 
others .. . like you?” 

Thisbe tilted her head in wonder, too consumed with her own thoughts to 
answer him. “You have black eyes,” she said. “Tve never seen anybody with 
black eyes before, except Fifer. Well, my mom had them, but she’s dead, and 
besides, I don’t remember her.” 

“Not many people have them.” Dev dropped his gaze, confused. “But . . . I 
don’t understand.” He glanced at Fifer and Seth, who were coming toward 
them. “Who's Fifer?” 

“My twin,” said Thisbe, shrugging a shoulder toward her. “That girl there.” 

“Is the other one your master?” 

Thisbe snorted. “Seth? Of course not. Why would he be?” 

Dev took a step back, keeping a wary distance between himself and the 
strangers as Fifer and Seth approached. He studied the newcomers, and then 
looked back at Thisbe, his face still a puzzle. “Who cut your hair? Someone in 
Grimere?” 

“What a strange question. Why does that matter?” Thisbe’s hand flew to her 
short wavy locks, which were sticking up a bit wildly from the night’s sleep on 


the ground. She smoothed them down, though normally she quite liked them 
to be a crazy mess. They sprang back as soon as she let go. 

“I cut it,” said Fifer defensively. “And I think it looks very nice.” 

Dev studied the twins, and slowly the confusion left him. “I see,” he said 
quietly. “You're identical.” 

“Obviously,” said Fifer. “Except for the hair.” They stood in awkward silence 
for a moment. 

“So is there water up the mountain or not?” prompted Thisbe. “It’s not a 
difficult question. You seem like a smart person.” 

“Of course there’s water,” Dev shot back. “How else would the villages up 
there survive? Don’t you have any common sense? The river snakes around that 
way,” he said, pointing away from the cliff toward the edge of the forest, then 
up the mountain. Slowly he brought his hand back down to his side, then 
narrowed his eyes and tapped his lips thoughtfully. After a moment he turned 
back to Thisbe, though he didn’t quite look her in the eye. He shifted, then 
said, “I can guide you to the castle if you want.” 

Fifer and Seth nodded profusely. “Yes, please,” said Fifer. “That would be 
great.” 

But Thisbe raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said we don’t want to go 
there.” 

“Alone, I meant,” Dev muttered. “Without a guide. Like me.” 

Thisbe dipped her head, but the boy refused to look squarely at her. “I’m 
not so sure that’s a good idea,” she said. 

Fifer sighed. “We need help, Thiz.” 

“No we don’t. We're fine. All we have to do is walk. We can’t miss it.” Thisbe 
turned toward the castle. “Come on.” 

“But what about our food?” asked Seth. “He’s still got it.” 

“Forget the food.” Thisbe started up the mountain. “We'll make do with the 
bread.” Reluctantly, Fifer and Seth followed her. Seth gave Fifer a silent, 
miserable glance. She patted his arm. 

“Wait,” Dev called after them. “It’s dangerous up there.” He ran nimbly past 
Seth and Fifer and caught up to Thisbe. “I... I insist on guiding you. You don’t 
have to pay me. I’ve got to go that way anyway. Shanti is expecting me.” 

Thisbe stopped and turned. “Is she the girl you were with yesterday?” 

“Yes.” 


Thisbe wasn’t sure why she was feeling uneasy. She looked up at the castle 
in the far-off distance. It didn’t seem quite as simple to get to as it had at first 
glance. There was no path, and the rocks seemed impassable in many places, 
with cliffs and steep climbs everywhere. She forced back her trepidation and 
studied the boy. This time Dev caught her gaze and held it. There was 
something about him that drew Thisbe in, despite her suspicion. Perhaps it 
was his black eyes that made her trust him. 

And the truth was they needed him. Badly. “All right,” said Thisbe finally. 
She smiled. 

Dev didn’t smile back. He turned his face away and didn’t waste any more 
time. He started up the mountain past her. “Come on, then,” he said gruffly, 
“before I change my mind.” 

Thisbe shook her head, more puzzled than ever. “Change your mind? You've 
already done that. First you wanted nothing to do with us but to steal our 
food, then you ran away, and then suddenly you wanted to lead us to the 
castle. And now you're threatening to change your mind? Well, go ahead and 
do it, then. Like I said, we don’t need you.” They tromped farther. Thisbe went 
on. “I suppose next you'll disappear and leave us stranded somewhere. And 
that would be completely fine. But I guess we'll let you walk with us for now. 
Though you're being awfully sneaky.” 

The barefooted boy snorted but didn’t respond. If he was surprised that 
Thisbe was so perceptive, he didn’t let on. And Thisbe’s uneasy feeling pushed 
its way back to the forefront of her mind. 

It was frustrating. There was something totally intriguing about Dev, more 
than just his black eyes and the fact that he knew the way to the castle, that 
kept Thisbe at his heels. Her mind brimmed with questions. “Why did you call 
me a thief yesterday when we were in that prison? And why did you ask who 
cut my hair?” 

Dev plowed ahead. “Where are you from?” 

“Artime. Answer my questions.” 

“Artime? Where’s that?” 

“Over there,” Thisbe said, pointing her thumb east toward the mist on the 
other side of the bottomless cavern. 

Dev gave her a scrutinizing glance. “You mean the Seven Islands? Are you 
serious?” 


“Yes, of course I am. Now answer me.” Thisbe kicked a stone angrily. It hit 
Dev’s leg by accident. 

“Ow!” said Dev. “All right, all right. If a thief gets caught in one of the 
villages of Grimere, the townspeople cut his hair short as part of the 
punishment. That makes thieves easy to spot so the villagers can beware in the 
marketplace.” 

“Oh. Well, that’s not why mine is short.” Thisbe hesitated, unsure what to 
think about that strange practice, and realized that must’ve been why all the 
men and women she'd seen there wore their hair to their shoulders or longer. 
“Who is Shanti?” 

Dev hesitated. “She’s my . . . friend.” He darted up a steep part of the 
mountainside and around a boulder, then stopped and waited so the others 
could catch up. “If you're from the Seven Islands, how did you get here?” 

Thisbe opened her mouth to answer, but then her suspicions kicked in 
again. If the dragons were in trouble here in their own land of Grimere, did 
she want to mention them? She closed her lips and thought it through. 
Perhaps if she told him, he might know where Hux had gone. “We flew,” she 
said cautiously. “Somebody gave us a ride. How big is Grimere?” 

Dev narrowed his eyes at her. “It’s all the land you see. Why?” 

Thisbe didn’t bother to answer as Seth, panting, reached them. 
Dramatically he flopped over a waist-high rock and lay there, sweaty face 
pressed against it, gasping for breath. 

Fifer joined Thisbe and Dev. “How long will it take us to get there?” 

“Depends,” said Dev, eyeing Seth. “A couple days if this keeps up.” 

“It’s very steep,” panted Seth. “And don’t forget I twisted my ankle.” 

Thisbe had forgotten all about that. “I’m sorry, Seth. We can slow down if 
you need us to.” 

“Where’s Hux, anyway?” Fifer lamented. “He could get us there in an hour.” 

Thisbe gave her a sharp look as Dev raised an eyebrow. 

“Hux?” he asked, an odd expression on his face. 

“Never mind,” said Thisbe. “Let’s keep going.” 


Dev led them higher and higher through the day. The landscape grew more 
desertlike, but lush valleys could be seen not far away. Nobody spoke much. 
They wanted to conserve their energy and water. Every now and then Dev 
called out “Watch your step here!” or “Be on the lookout for . . .” Whether it 


was sidewinders, tarantulas, or poisonous centipedes didn’t really matter to 
the Artiméans. They’d never seen any of those creatures before, and they were 
extremely wary of anything that moved. 

Finally, in the heat of the day, they reached a spot where a river curved 
toward them and they could stop to rest under a scraggly tree. Dev crouched a 
distance away from the others and, once he drank from the river, pulled the 
pieces of fruit he’d taken from Thisbe’s rucksack and laid them gently in his 
lap. He began eating the first one without a word. 

“That is so rude,” exclaimed Fifer, wiping the sweat from her face and 
leaving a dirty streak in its place. Seth was too exhausted and thirsty to 
register Dev’s actions. 

Thisbe glared at Dev, not bothering to hide her contempt. She thought 
about attacking him to get their food back, but instead she divided up the 
remains of the stale, crushed bread and passed the pieces to Fifer and Seth, 
careful not to spill any crumbs on the ground. They probably wouldn't have 
found this bend in the river without Dev. Thisbe supposed he deserved some 
food since they werent paying him for guiding them. The three Artiméans ate 
and drank in silence as they rested under the tree, all of them continuing to 
wonder where Hux could have gone, and why he'd leave them. 

After a time, Fifer looked up. “Remember that story that Alex and Sky tell 
sometimes about how they left the Island of Shipwrecks in the hurricane?” 

“Yeah,” said Thisbe. “Why?” 

“How did they get to the ship?” 

Thisbe thought for a moment. “Magic carpet components, wasn't it? Sky 
weaved them from seaweed, and Alex and Lani and Samheed instilled them 
with magic—or something like that.” 

“Yes! That’s right—I remember now.” Fifer turned to Seth. “Do you have any 
of those components?” 

Seth shook his head. His blond hair was streaked with sweat and his face 
was red from sunburn and exertion. “Florence hasn’t taught us that one yet. 
Besides, I think it’s only a temporary spell. I wouldn’t trust them to get us 
across the gorge, much less beyond that to the nearest island.” 

“Crud,” said Thisbe. Fifer’s face fell. The three watched Dev finish off his 
second piece of fruit, and their mouths watered as they imagined its juicy 
goodness. After a minute Thisbe turned away and went to fill the canteens. As 
she knelt on the bank, she heard a commotion from Seth and Fifer behind her. 


“Whoa!” hollered Seth. “What the—is that a sidewinder?” He jumped to his 
feet in record time. A long snake slithered sideways toward him. He shrieked 
and leaped into the scraggly tree, making the brittle branches crack under his 
weight. The snake continued on the ground past him, heading toward Dev. 

“Look out!” shouted Fifer. 

Dev hopped up. “Get back!” he cried. The snake approached and struck out, 
narrowly missing him. He staggered to one side, off balance, trying to dodge 
the thing. 

Thisbe stared, frozen. And then, without thinking, she ran straight toward 
the snake. It darted out, this time elevating its front end to strike at Dev’s 
thigh. Thisbe pointed at it. “Boom!” she cried. 

As Dev twisted and spun around, trying to get away, the snake’s head froze 
in midair. For a split second it hung there. Everyone held their breath. And 
then the snake exploded into dozens of pieces that went flying far and wide. 

From the ground, Dev watched in horror and disbelief. 

Thisbe’s face wore a stricken look. The boom spell. She’d done it on a living 
thing for the second time in her life. After a moment, she began to breathe 
again. 

When the others understood what had just happened, Fifer caught her 
sister's eye and went over to her. “Nice one,” she said gently. “You did good. 
You okay?” 

“It just happened,” Thisbe muttered. “I didn’t think about it.” The memory 
of Panther came flooding back, and she turned toward the river to hide her 
emotion. She didn’t like to hurt any living creature, but she'd done it again. 
She'd used her magic destructively. Maybe she just wasn’t capable of doing 
what Alex wanted her to do. But at least she had good instincts, and that was 
worth something, wasn’t it? As much as Dev annoyed her sometimes, she 
didn’t exactly want to see him die. So Thisbe’s destructive spell had actually 
managed to save someone this time. She stared at the water, perplexed. 

Dev slowly pushed himself to a sitting position, his face betraying his fear. 
He looked all around, as if he thought the magic was an illusion and he was 
still trying to figure out where the snake had truly gone. But only the little 
pieces remained, scattered across the area. 

Fifer watched Dev as he began to comprehend what had happened. After a 
moment, he glanced guiltily at Thisbe, but she wouldn't look at him. 


“Thisbe saved your life,” said Seth, stating the obvious with contempt as he 
eased his way out of the tree. “The least you could do is thank her. And give 
her that last piece of stupid fruit.” 

Dey, still dazed, got up and staggered over to Thisbe. He stood there for a 
second, then cleared his throat. “Thanks,” he said quietly. “I didn’t see that one 
coming.” 

“You're welcome,” Thisbe said, a bit stiffly. She put the caps on the filled 
canteens and loaded them into the rucksack. 

“You want me to, um, carry that for you?” asked Dev. 

Thisbe laughed contemptuously. “Are you kidding me? No thanks. You'd 
probably run off with it.” She picked it up to swing it on her back, but Fifer 
took it from her and slipped it on. 

“My turn,” she said. 

Dev looked at the piece of fruit in his hand. Slowly he held it out to Thisbe. 

She grabbed it from him without hesitation, took a big bite out of it, and 
began chewing. Then she handed it to Fifer. “‘et’s go,” she said, her mouth full. 

Dev stared at her for a long moment as if she completely mystified him, 
and then he turned toward the castle and they all began walking again. 


A world away, Simber, Thatcher, and Carina passed over the Island of Fire, all 
of them eager to see if they could detect any changes that Sky and Scarlet had 
made to the exterior of the island. Simber dropped lower as Carina pointed to 
one of the skylights, thinking she saw something through it. 

Without warning, the volcano belched out a fireball of lava, striking the 
great cat’s wing. Simber began spinning out of control, making a nosedive for 
the water. His passengers flew off, and one of his wings slammed into 


Thatcher before they all plunged wildly into the sea. 





A Temporary Setback 


Simber hit the sea at top speed, and, luckily, the water helped slow him down. 
He righted himself, feeling a bit dizzy, and managed to angle his body and 
wings toward the surface before he lost momentum, keeping him from sinking 
all the way to the bottom. He began to flap mightily, struggling to get out of 
the disgusting liquid that he had such fierce hatred for. Once he broke 
through, he flew up and shook his body hard, trying to get the drops of water 
off him. He quickly examined the wing that had been hit, finding it no worse 
for wear. The burning orange lava hadnt been hot enough to destroy him— 
only the hottest blue and white flames could do that. 

He began to look around for his riders. “Carrrina!” he growled, scanning 
the water for her. “Thatcherrr!” 

“Tm here!” called Carina, waving so the cat could spot her. “But I can’t find 
Thatcher!” 

“Does he swim?” 

“Yes. He’s as good as any of us.” Carina whirled around as she treaded water, 
trying desperately to spot him. “Thatcher!” she called. 

Simber soared over the area, his careful eyes taking in everything they 
could. 


Carina dove underwater to search better. As she floated near the island, she 
thought she felt vibrations pulsing through the water. They seemed weaker 
than the last time shed been here, and at first she wondered if she was 
imagining them. But then they happened again. Immediately she struck for 
the surface, her heart racing. When she emerged, she yelled, “Simber! The 
island is trembling! It’s going to sink!” 

Alarmed, Simber stopped combing the waters and flew over to Carina. He 
dipped a wing down low, and she grabbed on to it as he went by. He flipped 
his wing up, launching Carina onto his back as if they'd practiced dozens of 
times. She scooted up on his back and grabbed him around the neck as she 
caught her breath. “Any sign of him?” 

“None,” said Simber. “Did you see wherrre he landed?” 

“I was in a spiral—I don’t even know where I landed.” 

“Same herrre.” Simber flew low to the water. “We’rrre going to have to go 
underrr. Rrready?” 

“Ready.” Carina took a deep breath. As they plunged underwater, Carina 
held on as tightly as she could. Like countless others, Carina and Thatcher had 
learned to exercise what Ms. Octavia called underwater breathing, which 
allowed a person to hold their breath for six or seven minutes at a time if 
necessary. It worked great if you were planning on doing it. But there were no 
guarantees when plunging underwater came as a surprise. 

The Island of Fire shook again, sending slightly stronger vibrations through 
the water. Feeling them, Simber propelled himself even harder with his wings, 
his eyes and ears on high alert for any sign of Thatcher. 

Carina felt the tremors too and squeezed Simber’s neck harder. She knew 
they didn’t have much time before they'd have to get out of there. If they 
didn’t, they’d get sucked down with the force of water as the island sank and 
they'd be dragged to their deaths. Where is Thatcher? Carina tried to open her 
eyes so she could help look for him, but her eyelids werent willing to 
cooperate against the pressure and speed. 

When Simber took a wild turn, Carina could only hope it was because he 
had spotted the young man. But a sensation of her world brightening made 
her realize they were headed upward. At the same time, the water pulsed 
again, and soon Carina felt a deepening suction tugging at her, nearly ripping 
her body off Simber’s. She tightened her grip, dug her heels into his flanks, 


and hung on for dear life. 


Seconds later Simber and Carina burst from the water as the volcano 
plunged below the surface, dragging millions of gallons of water and 
everything else floating nearby into its empty maw. 

They circled and circled as the water crashed below, Simber’s senses on 
their highest alert possible, and Carina staring at the churning water until it 
felt like her eyes would pop out. Before she could fully catch her breath, 
Simber made a sharp turn in midair. 

“Hang on!” he cried, and soared like a bullet back down to the roiling 
surface, claws outstretched. With a frustrated roar, he swooped into the 
whirlpool of water like a giant hawk that had spotted its prey. They hit the 
water hard, and then Simber turned sharply toward the sky and rose up. This 
time, hanging from his claws, was Thatcher's limp body. 





A Major Setback 


liken ae nonae fons mber eo na, Flying out of harm’s way, he gripped 
Thatcher tenuously by the back of his shirt, which was ripped enough already 
to cause Simber great concern that he’d lose the young man again. Once they 
cleared the dangerous area, the great cat slowed his speed and moved closer to 
the surface of the water so that Carina could jump off and pull Thatcher to 
safety if he dropped. Soon Simber hovered low enough that the tips of his 
wings, and Thatcher's feet, splashed in the waves. 

“Tm going in,” said Carina. She dove into the water and quickly surfaced. 
Simber turned around and glided back toward her. She held her arms out. 
“Okay, drop him right in front of me!” 

Simber released Thatcher, who slipped into the water feetfirst. Carina 
caught his wrist, pulled him toward her, then wrapped her arms around his 
chest. She flipped to her back and slipped under Thatcher, keeping his head as 
high as she could, and began to tread water, waiting until Simber could swing 
around once more and rescue them. As she did, she wrapped her arms around 
him and pressed hard on his chest, trying to get him to breathe. 

Simber turned around, then came back and made a shallow dive in front of 
them. He slid underneath the two and lifted them up as steadily as he could. 


Once she felt Simber below her, Carina righted herself and dragged 
Thatcher’s body along so he rested securely on Simber’s back. All the while, 
whenever she could, she worked on reviving him. After a few moments, the 
young man began coughing wildly, spewing seawater everywhere. He gasped 
for air. 

“Thank goodness,” Carina breathed. “That was close.” 


»»>« « 


The ordeal had been exhausting, and once Thatcher came to life and could 
support himself, Carina sank back between Simber’s shoulder blades. “I think 
he’s okay,” she called to the cheetah. 

“Sounds that way,” said Simber, relieved now that the danger appeared to 
be over. 

Thatcher continued to gasp and cough, and then rolled over to his stomach 
and lay there, chest heaving, water dripping off him. 

“You'll be all right in a bit,” Carina said. “Hurts, though, doesn’t it? Is this 
your first near drowning?” 

Thatcher shook his head and coughed more. 

“Well, good—you know how it goes, then. Are you ready to continue?” 

This time Thatcher nodded. 

“Do you want something to... ?” She trailed off, looking to the tail end of 
Simber where they'd strapped their supplies—food, water, and extra 
components. The crate was gone, lost in the chaos. “Oh no!” she cried. Her 
hands flew to her component vest, which was still stocked with components, 
but she didn’t have even a drop of freshwater on her. Nor did Thatcher. 
“Simber, I’m afraid we've lost the supplies. The crate is gone.” 

Simber turned his head sharply to see for himself, while Thatcher lifted 
himself up between violent fits of coughing to look too. 

The cheetah growled in frustration. He scanned the sea, but there was no 
sign of the crate floating on the waves. “I’m surrre it went down into the 
volcano when it submerrrged,” he said. He shook his head, angry with himself. 
“It was foolish of me to fly dirrrectly overrr the volcano like that. I’m sorrry.” 

“It’s not your fault,” Carina said. “You were taking the shortest route. And 
besides, we wanted to see Sky’s progress. I'm the one who told you to go 
closer.” 


“But we can’t continue ourrr jourrrney without supplies,” said Simber. “Can 
we?” He certainly didn’t need any supplies to survive, but the humans’ needs 
were sometimes baffling to him. 

Carina was silent. She knew freshwater was the most important thing they 
lacked, and it was probably even more crucial for Thatcher than for her, after 
the ordeal he’d just gone through. She searched Thatcher’s face. “What do you 
think?” she asked him. “Be honest.” 

He sat up. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice raspy. “We’ve come this far 
already. How much farther is it?” 

“Were more than halfway to the waterfall, but we don’t know what 
distance we have to go beyond that to reach the land of the dragons.” She 
turned back to Simber and laid a hand on his neck. “You don’t know the 
answer from what Pan told you, do you? I mean, I know you're sworn to 
protect the dragon code, or whatever, but this is kind of important.” 

Simber hesitated. “I don’t know exactly. But I don’t think it’s farrr beyond 
the waterrrfall.” 

“So that’s... what? A full day’s journey without water. Assuming we can 
find some once we get to where we're going.” 

“We could go back to Warrrblerrr and rrrestock.” 

“That's nearly as long a journey in the wrong direction, also without 
freshwater.” Carina pressed her lips in a tight line, contemplating, and looked 
at Thatcher again. “Were going to have to do without either way. What do you 
say? I think we may as well soldier on.” 

Thatcher wiped his face on his sopping shirt as he thought through the 
scenario. His throat ached, and his mouth felt disgusting after all the seawater 
he'd taken in. But he was feeling a little stronger. Going back to Warbler 
would delay them severely. Plus, it wouldn’t bring the drinking water much 
sooner than if they continued on. “I’m worried about the kids,” he said. “I can 
make it if you can.” 

Carina studied him. “If youre sure,” she said. “Obviously I'd like to keep 
going and find my son.” 

Thatcher swallowed hard and nodded. He hadn't had to sacrifice like this in 
a long time. But he'd given his all before, in the final battle, and he had the 
scars to prove it. If he could survive that, he could make it through this. “Land 
of the dragons it is.” 


Carina clasped Thatcher's hand in a show of gratitude, then turned to face 
forward. She patted Simber’s neck. “Onward, my friend. Full speed ahead.” 
Simber flapped his mighty wings, rising higher off the water and picking 


up speed. The battered and bruised rescue team was on its way once more. 





A Night Visitor 


Thisbe, Fifer, Seth, and Dev continued their journey to the castle through the 
sweltering afternoon and into the evening. Everyone had unanswered 
questions running through their minds, but Fifer and Seth followed Thisbe’s 
lead and didn’t say much about what they were doing or why they wanted to 
do it. And Dev had questions of his own. Occasionally he cleared his throat to 
ask, but he always backed down. He knew they were mad at him, and he knew 
why—their growling stomachs were complaining loud enough for him to hear. 
But they didn’t have the first clue about his motivation. 

Not that Dev was about to reveal it. He had too much at stake now. 

Finally, under the cover of darkness and with the castle looming closer 
than ever, they made camp in an open area. “The river’s not far,” Dev told the 
others. 

“Why don’t we set up camp by the river, then?” Fifer asked. 

“To keep out of the way of the wild animals that come out to eat and drink 
at night. Plus, we want to stay off the plant life.” 

“Why?” asked Seth. “Wouldn't it be softer to sleep on?” 

Dev pulled a few sticks together and began to build a fire. “That would kill 


the plants and leave the animals hungry.” 


Again Thisbe puzzled over their guide. Every time she wanted to hate him, 
he did or said something surprisingly kindhearted. “You like animals?” she 
asked. 

“I like to eat,” he answered truthfully. 

“Oh. I thought for a minute there you actually had a heart.” Thisbe sniffed 
and turned away. But the simple mention of eating sent her stomach growling 
fiercely. “Tm going to get some water,” she said. 

“Wait,” said Dev, pulling a flint from his ragged pocket. “Let me get this 
started and I'll go with you.” He struck the flint near the kindling a few times, 
and then blew furiously. The sticks caught fire. When he was sure it would 
continue burning, he looked at Seth and Fifer. “Don’t let this go out.” 

“Um, okay,” said Seth. He glanced sidelong at Fifer, and the two exchanged 
a bewildered look. They’d never had to tend a nonmagical fire before and had 
no idea what to do, but not wanting to appear stupid, they went along with it 
as if they had. 

Dev rummaged through another pocket and pulled out a box the size of his 
palm. He slid it open and, using the firelight to see, selected a hook that was 
attached to some fishing line. “Okay, Thisbe the thief, let’s go to the river.” 

“You can stop calling me that now.” Thisbe grabbed the canteens and 
followed Dev. When they reached the riverbank, Dev cautioned Thisbe to be 
quiet. “Let me catch one before you fill your canteens,” he said. “I don’t want 
you to scare them away.” 

Thisbe frowned, not sure if she should feel offended, but she’d spent 
enough time in water to know how easy it was to frighten fish, so she 
determined it wasn’t a slight. She hung back silently, watching him as he 
balanced on his haunches. He slid something on the end of the hook and 
lowered it into a still section of the water, which resembled a miniature lagoon 
like the one in Artime. 

Dev remained incredibly still. When he finally jerked his arms sharply and 
stood, it gave Thisbe a fright, but she soon realized he held a big, shining, 
flopping fish on the end of his hook. 

“You can go ahead and fill your canteens now,” he said. 

Thisbe did so. “Is that enough for all of us?” she asked, eyeing the fish and 
trying not to watch as Dev took out a pocketknife and put it out of its misery. 

Dev laughed. “No. It’s enough for me. I didn’t think you cared for eating 
animals.” 


“We eat fish,” said Thisbe, indignant. 

“What’s the difference?” 

Thisbe wasn’t sure. She thought for a second. “The land animals where we 
come from are mostly magical creatures. I couldn’t imagine eating them.” She 
would gladly take a platyprot egg right about now, though. She glared once 
again. “So you're not going to share that fish?” 

“No.” 

Fury bubbled inside Thisbe. “Well, can I at least borrow that hook and line 
from you?” 

Dev carefully unthreaded the hook from the dead fish’s mouth. “Sure.” He 
handed it to her. “But you probably won't catch anything now. They've all 
scattered.” 

Thisbe made a frustrated noise and took the hook and line. But she had 
nothing to use as bait. It was useless, but she didn’t know how to admit it 
without feeling totally idiotic. At least she was trying. That was more than 
what Seth or Fifer was doing. 

“So, that was magic you did,” Dev said. 

“What?” 

“When you killed the sidewinder.” 

“Oh, that. Yeah.” 

“Your land is magical?” 

“I guess you'd say that.” Thisbe dunked the hook in the water a few times. 

“Why don’t you just make some magical food, then?” 

“Why don’t you shut it?” asked Thisbe sweetly. 

Dev stared at her. “I’m going back. Don’t lose my hook.” He hesitated. “And 
don’t get eaten.” 

“By what?” asked Thisbe, whirling around. 

Dev shrugged, an evil smile playing at his lips. “Dragons. This is their land, 
after all.” 

“That would probably be the best thing that could happen to me right 
now,” Thisbe said. 

Dev shook his head slowly. “You are the strangest person I’ve ever met.” 

“And your'e the rudest,” said Thisbe, waving him off. “Go on. Go away.” She 
turned her back on him, more determined than ever to catch something with 


her baitless hook. 


After a minute she could hear Dev shuffle back toward the fire. She 
squatted and folded one arm around her knees to warm herself against the 
evening chill. It had been so hot all day, and now it was cold. She missed 
Artimeé’s perfect climate. She missed Alex and the mansion, and all the 
comforts of home. And she began to wonder about what Alex must be 
thinking. Was he worried? He must be—he’d sent enough seek spells. How 
foolish it was for her and Fifer and Seth to run off like that, thinking they'd be 
back by morning. She cried over her sorrows for a moment, knowing that 
would make her feel better. Then she pulled up her empty hook, splashed 
water on her face, and took a few deep breaths. There was nothing she or any 
of them could do but to find a familiar dragon, give it new wings, and let it 
take them home. There was no use feeling sorry for herself. And wherever the 
dragons were, there was probably food, too. They just needed to get a good 
night’s rest and start moving again in the morning. The castle wasn’t far away 
now. They were so close she could almost smell dinner cooking. 

Thisbe’s stomach rumbled again, and she realized she could smell dinner 
cooking—Dev’s dinner. She got up and went back to the camp area. There she 
made a spot to lie down, faced away from Dev and the others—who were 
looking just as put out as she—and willed herself to fall asleep. And it must 
have worked, because hours later, she awoke to the sound of Dev screaming. 





In The Middle oF the Night 


Dev’s shouts caused a chain reaction of screams from everyone else, though the 
twins and Seth had no idea what they were yelling about. It was a shock to be 
pulled so abruptly from a deep sleep into defense mode. All of them scrambled 
to their feet before they could even think straight, ready to fight the first thing 
they set eyes on. 

In an instant they had their answer. A roar, followed by a large burst of 
fire, woke up the night. The flames revealed Hux the dragon, which silenced 
the screams, at least momentarily. Though their hearts still pounded, the three 
Artimeéans sighed with relief, but Dev wasn’t on the same page as them at all. 
He merely took a breath and began yelling again to run. He scrambled to his 
feet and fell back down again in his haste. The other children couldn't get a 
word in edgewise to let Dev know there was nothing to worry about—they 
were safe. 

Thisbe took a bit of satisfaction in watching Dev panic. He deserved it after 
his selfishness with the fish. He began scrambling away on his hands and 
knees. Soon the dragon had enough of Dev’s noise and picked the boy up in his 
teeth. Hux laid him on the ground, then held him in place with one of his 
front feet. 


“Be quiet!” said Thisbe, going over to them. “Do you want to wake up the 
whole world?” Now that the panic was over, Thisbe was just annoyed. 

“How do you know this boy?” growled the dragon. 

Dev stopped yelling. His face became more and more confused. “Why aren't 
you afraid?” he asked Thisbe. 

But Thisbe wasn’t paying attention to Dev. She stared angrily at the dragon 
and threw her hands up in the air. “Where have you been? Maybe you could 
start by telling us why you abandoned us.” She was feeling all kinds of 
emotions at once simmering under her skin, and she wasn’t sure what to do 
with them. “We came here to help you!” 

Fifer saw how agitated Thisbe was and went over to her sister’s side. “It’s 
okay,” she whispered in Thisbe’s ear. “He’s here now.” Fifer knew better than 
anyone that if Thisbe got too worked up, nobody was safe, and there was no 
telling what could happen. 

Thisbe clenched her teeth and tried breathing through her nose. She didn’t 
want to make anything bad happen either—not really. Though she was pretty 
mad at the moment. 

“You really shouldn't startle her,” Seth told Hux. He’d been on the receiving 
end of Thisbe’s wrath when he’d stolen her beach sand shovel at the age of six. 
He'd nearly lost an eye from it. He knew better than to make her mad. 

“Just... I’m fine,” Thisbe muttered. She didn’t like being talked about like 
this. She looked at Hux and explained. “Dev is our guide. He’s taking us to the 
castle so we can find the—” 

Fifer nudged her, reminding her they hadn't actually told Dev why they 
wanted to go to the castle. 

“Anyway,” Thisbe said, “to the castle. He’s leading us. But now that you're 
here to take us the rest of the way, you can kill him if you want to, since he’s 
kind of a jerk.” She didn’t really mean it, but it was fun watching Dev squirm. 

Dev’s eyes widened in the glow from the fire. He knew Hux well enough. 
Each of the dragon’s claws were as big around as his forearms, and the points 
were very sharp. One false move and they'd pierce him through. He pushed 
aside the thoughts of his crumbling plan and gathered his wits, knowing he 
had to survive first before he could profit in any way from this little journey. 
Not that profit was on his mind at this moment—he just wanted to live to see 
the morning. “Thisbe,” he choked out, “you know I’ve been helping you. If 
you'd tried going this route alone, you'd be dead by now.” 


Thisbe sneered. “Like you almost were before I saved you?” She knew she 
wasn't being very kind. He had led them to water, and if she was being honest, 
she wasn’t sure they’d have been able to find that on their own. And it was 
true that the young Artiméans were terribly unseasoned at figuring out how 
to live on their own means. Back home they'd traveled around a lot to the 
various islands, but they'd always had a comfy bed to return to every night, 
and they'd never had to think about where food and water would be coming 
from. 

“Please,” Dev begged. “Let me up. I—I can help you. I'm sure I can. I know 
every part of this land. TIl fish for you. I promise. And . . . and TIl go without.” 
He tried not to struggle, and for a moment, feeling weak and defeated, he 
closed his eyes and awaited the sharp claw to pierce his chest. 

But something Thisbe and Fifer both heard him say made them pause. He 
knew the land. The girls looked at each other. “Hang on a minute,” Fifer said 
to Hux, and pulled Thisbe aside. She spoke in a hushed tone. “I've been 
wondering how we're going to make the dragon wings without those vines we 
lost on the journey across the big gap of nothingness,” she said. “We need other 
materials too, like flower petals. Where are we going to find that stuff? Maybe 
Dev can get it for us.” 

Thisbe frowned. Fifer had a point. “All right,” she conceded. “I guess we can 
use his help. Besides, he has to travel in the same direction we're headed. If we 
just let him go, we'll still be walking together, and that'll be awkward.” 

“Very,” said Fifer. “So we agree?” 

“Of course we do,” said Thisbe with a little smile, feeling calmer now. 

“You can let Dev up, Hux,” said Fifer. “We've got a job for him.” 

The dragon complied, and soon Dev was rolling to his side and staggering 
to his feet, breathing a huge sigh of relief. 

Thisbe introduced them. “Dev, this is Hux the ice-blue dragon. Hux, this is 
Dev ... the most annoying person in the world.” 

Hux and Dev looked at each other for a long moment, which seemed 
strange. Thisbe’s eyes darted from one to the other, trying to read their 
expressions. After an excruciating moment, Hux nodded slightly, and then 
looked away. “We already know each other.” 

Thisbe took in a breath. “What? How?” 

“Not very well,” said Dev, dropping his gaze. 


“That’s not true,” said Hux. “You are as much a slave to the Revinir as we 
dragons are.” 

“I am not,” said Dev hotly. “I serve the princess and no one else. Except the 
prisoners. But that’s because the princess wants me to.” 

Hux snorted fire. “And who do you think controls the princess?” 

Dev was quiet for a moment. And then he laughed bitterly. “No one. Or she 
and I would never have been down in the glen messing around on market day.” 

Hux snorted. “Think what you want.” 

“The king, then. But hardly.” Dev clenched his jaw in defiance, but it was 
useless and stupid to argue with the dragon. 

“And who controls the king?” 

Dev spun around and marched toward the river, and didn’t answer. 

“Hey!” Thisbe yelled. “Where do you think you're going?” 

“To catch your stupid fish.” 

Thisbe looked at the others, puzzled. “It’s the middle of the night.” 

“So what?” Seth interjected. “I’m starving to death. Let him go, please.” He 
shook his head as if he still couldn't believe he was part of this disastrous 
adventure, where they had to fight for every bite to eat and drop of water to 
drink. He pressed on his soft stomach as it snarled. He’d think twice about 
doing something like this again. But somehow the girls always talked him into 
it. Maybe one day he'd be brave enough to say no. 

Dev disappeared into the darkness. 

Thisbe turned toward the fire. “You should have killed him when you had 
the chance,” she muttered to Hux, then stoked the embers and added some 
sticks to the fire like she’d seen Dev do. A slave, she thought, staring at the 
glow. What a horrible place this is. 

The dragon lowered himself to lie down on the ground. “I couldn’t, even if 
you'd wanted me to.” 

“What do you mean? Why not?” asked Fifer. 

“It is because of what my mother taught us. And what her mother taught 
her, for generations—thousands of years. It is so strong a teaching that it is 
ingrained in our being.” 

“Wait. What is, exactly?” asked Seth, not sure he was following the 
conversation. 

“Our line of dragons must not kill anyone who is more good than evil. It’s 
part of the code.” 


Thisbe snorted. “And how do you tell? Is it because you are both slaves to 
the Revinir?” 

“No. It has nothing to do with that.” 

“Well, I think you might have made a mistake with Dev.” 

Two tiny trails of smoke rose from the dragon’s nostrils. “There is no 
mistake. I can tell with full certainty: He is not more evil than good.” 

Seth tilted his head. “So he’s more good, you're saying.” 

The dragon hesitated. “I would not say that, either.” 

Fifer was truly confused and wasn’t sure if they were supposed to trust Dev 
or not. “So... what is he?” 

The dragon paused for a long time, and then finally said, “He is exactly 
half-good and half-evil. And each side of him is fighting to take over.” His ears 
twitched, as if he were listening for Dev to return. “Only time will tell which 
side wins.” 





The Irek to the Castle 


The dragon hesitated as the children soaked in the information about Dev. 
And then he added, “You must never tell Dev this, for he doesn’t know it 
himself, and he must shape his own life. Just as I will not tell you what 
percentage good or evil you are, for it could alter the person you are destined 
to become.” 

Fifer’s eyes widened. “Thisbe and I are probably the same, though. Right, 
Hux?” 

Hux said nothing. He looked away. 

Thisbe stared at him. “You mean we're not the same?” 

“Your brothers were quite different from each other,” said Hux. “Quite. 
There was no difficulty for us, even as young as we were back then, in telling 
them apart.” That was all he would reveal. “Tm weary—I've said too much 
already. Don’t ask me any more about it.” 

“But where have you been?” Fifer asked Hux. “You still haven't told us. And 
why did you abandon us?” 

“I could ask the same question of you,” accused Hux. “You shouldn’t have 
left me. I could tell something was happening down in the village. When 
people began to scatter and some of them ran in my direction, I had to take to 


the forest to hide. If the Revinir gets word that I've been seen on the loose 
near a village, my life is over, new wings or not.” 

Fifer frowned. “But why are you in so much danger? Isn’t this supposed to 
be the land of the dragons?” 

“It used to be. That has all changed in the years since we arrived.” 

Thisbe stared. “That’s horrible! The Revinir must be pure evil.” 

“Ninety-nine percent,” said Hux, being candid again in his weariness, and 
under the cover of darkness. “Or so the story goes. I’ve never been close 
enough to get an accurate sniff. And I’m perfectly happy to keep my distance.” 

“So, back to the story—you were hiding in the forest?” asked Seth, eager to 
hear what had happened. 

“Yes.” 

“Why didn’t you find us at night?” 

Hux’s eyes narrowed as Dev appeared out of the darkness, carrying three 
fish. “I was otherwise disposed,” he said, staring at the boy. “Ensnared, you 
might say.” He didn’t elaborate. Dev didn’t look at the dragon. Silently he held 
out the fish to Thisbe. 

She took them, and Seth jumped to get sticks so they could cook them over 
the fire. 

“Once you're finished eating, we'll continue traveling,” said Hux. “We 
cannot waste any more time. I’ve been gone too long already and I fear . . .” He 
didn’t finish the sentence, but the girls and Seth knew what his fear was. It 
was their fear as well. Arabis’s life depended on them. 


They ate quickly, then doused the fire and refilled their canteens. Soon the 
humans, except for Dev, were riding on Hux’s back. Dev ran alongside as best 
he could in the dark, but no one offered to give him a ride and he didn’t ask 
for one. 

“Okay, Dev, you said you knew this land really well,” said Thisbe. “We need 
vines and flower petals. Where can we find those things?” 

Hux answered before Dev had a chance to. “There are no vines here like the 
ones you were carrying earlier.” 

Fifer and Thisbe looked at each other in horror. “No vines?” they said 
together. 

‘Tm afraid not,” said Hux. He turned to Dev. “Would you agree?” 


“No vines that I know of. Unless you're talking about ivy. The forest has 
plenty of that.” 

“No. Ivy isn’t nearly strong enough.” Fifer knitted her brow. “Is there 
anything else?” 

“Branches from a young tree might do,” murmured Thisbe, thinking about 
all shed learned about plants from Henry Haluki and the grandfathers. 
“They'll bend but they won't break.” 

“We have plenty of green saplings,” said Dev, huffing alongside them. He 
seemed less obstinate than before. Perhaps because they were finally on their 
way again. Or perhaps because Hux’s claws on his chest had put things into 
perspective. Needless to say, he was being helpful—for the moment at least. 


By dawn they reached the last valley before their ultimate ascent to the castle. 
This valley was the greenest, lushest one they’d passed through, and the forest 
area grew large and close around a village a little bigger than Glen Freer. The 
river emerged from the woods and split into two, surrounded the village, 
making an oval shape around it, then joined up once more on the other side. A 
small wooden sign on the outskirts of the village read SOUTH GRIMERE. 

“It’s so funny how there are all these villages on one piece of land,” 
remarked Seth. 

“And this land is so big,” Fifer added. 

“Doesn’t seem funny to me,” said Dev. 

Thisbe rolled her eyes at him. “Yes, you're right, Seth,” she said. “It’s 
different from home.” 

At the mention of home, all three children from Artimé shifted uneasily. 
They'd been gone for days now. Maybe people at home would understand. 
Even Alex had slowed the frequency of sending seek spells—perhaps he was 
getting used to the girls being gone. They could only hope as much. But deep 
down they knew a lot of people would be very upset with them when they 
returned. 

If they returned. 

A ball of fear rose to Thisbe’s throat. What if we can’t actually fix the wings? 
She swallowed hard and tried to shake the thought. She and Fifer had always 
been able to do magic they'd witnessed. Sure, this spell was one of the hardest 
ever, or so everyone said, but Thisbe had already used it once to make the 


prison grid come alive. So they were good, right? Once they had the supplies 


they needed, the magic would be easy. And they would be doing a very selfless 
thing. It was exactly what they needed to do. Thisbe took in a sharp breath 
and sat up, feeling newly determined. It felt a little bit like when they'd first 
set out on this journey, only now her determination had a gritty, dark edge to 
it. There was a lot at stake—they’d found that out the hard way. She leaned in 
and spoke quietly. “We have to prove to Alex... We have to get it right.” 

Fifer and Seth nodded. Fifer knew by now that this adventure was far from 
glamorous. And if they were ever going to make it home alive, they couldn't 
mess this up. Beyond that, if she and Thisbe were ever going to get a chance to 
learn more magic, they had some major changes to make in themselves that 
wouldn’t be easy. Everything was riding on the girls accomplishing the task 
before them. Everything. 

Hux and Dev remained oblivious. But all was soon forgotten as they 
entered the forest. 

When Hux had gone in as far as he could without uprooting trees, Thisbe 
slid down his side to the ground. The other two followed her, and they began 
to search in the weak morning light for the right kinds of flower petals and 
trees. 

To keep herself from worrying too much, Fifer began humming a difficult 
song she'd learned in her music class as she walked around. After a minute, 
Fifer stopped humming. She looked at Thisbe. “Maybe we should practice on 
Hux before we get to the castle, so we can prove that we can make wings?” 

Thisbe nodded. She'd been worrying about this as well. What if, after all 
this, they weren't able to actually make the wings work? It would be better to 
discover it here rather than in the presence of strangers who could potentially 
hurt them. 

After much searching, they gathered enough soft branches and flower 
petals to create one set of wings. But they didn’t have any cloth to cover them. 

“We'll figure that out,” muttered Fifer, who was already eyeing giant palm 
fronds to use instead. 

Just then they heard an eerie, forlorn cry in the distance, coming from the 
direction of the castle. Everyone stopped in their tracks. 

“What in the world was that?” asked Seth. 

Hux rose up on his back legs and roared in return, so loud it nearly split 
everyone’s eardrums. Then the dragon turned to look at them, fire in his eyes. 
“That was Arabis. We must go immediately. There’s no time to waste.” 





The Castle Grimere 


Thishe, Fifer, Seth, and Dev stared at Hux. “But we haven’t—” Fifer began. 

“NOW!” roared the dragon. 

The four moved quickly to obey. They gathered up all the supplies they 
could carry and shoved them into the hollow on Hux’s back. At the last 
second, and without invitation, Dev hopped on as well, certain that the 
dragon was planning to run faster than he could keep up. And he was 
determined to be there to hand over the twins. After all his trouble in getting 
them here, he wasn’t about to miss his opportunity. 

Thisbe turned and eyed Dev, and he quickly lowered his gaze, guilt poking 
at him from all directions. Then Hux lurched, and Thisbe had to face forward 
to keep her balance and help hold on to the supplies. At a surprisingly quick 
pace, the dragon moved through the forest, plowing down trees when 
necessary, then headed up the mountainside’s rocky terrain toward the castle. 
At one point he attempted flight, but his feet barely lifted off the ground. His 
wings were no longer strong enough. 

The glory of the glistening castle lay before them, foreboding despite its 
beauty, for the Artiméans didn’t know what to expect from the people inside 
—people who kept dragons and humans as slaves. It was reassuring to know 
that they'd be safe, since the Revinir had sent for them. Fifer, who had draped 


her body over the sticks to keep them from sliding off, kept stealing glances at 
the majestic structure whenever she was stable enough to do so. She wasn’t old 
enough to remember the old, gray palace that had once loomed over Quill 
where the lighthouse now stood, but she’d seen drawings that Alex had done 
before his arm had become unusable. This castle looked nothing like that. If 
anything, it more resembled the mansion, but it was a supercharged version of 
it in every possible way. The towers were taller. The windows immense. The 
main doorway was so vast that, when the iron portcullis was raised, a dozen 
Simbers could fly through at once. 

The castle Grimere was surrounded by a moat, which they'd seen from the 
neighboring peak. It became visible again as they climbed. Eventually they 
could hear the sound of the rushing river and the waterfall that slipped off the 
cliff on the back side of the property. 

Thisbe focused on the waterfall for a moment. “The water just falls to 
nowhere,” she murmured, and for a second she nearly felt sorry for it-—for how 
useless and forlorn it seemed. She had come to appreciate water in a great way 
these past few days, more than she'd ever given thought to before. It made 
tears spring to her eyes. But then she blinked hard and turned her attention 
back to the castle. 

Now they could see the lines of soldiers surrounding it. They wore dark 
green uniforms and carried swords like the ones that lined the walls in 
Artime’s theater, as well as crossbows and a variety of other weapons the 
children had never seen before except in books. Seth eyed the soldiers 
nervously, and his fingers immediately went to his vest pockets, but his few 
components would be no match. 

Thisbe saw him. “We won't have to fight,” she said quietly in his ear, feeling 
nervous too. “They need us, remember?” 

“Yeah,” said Seth, but the worry never left his face. He pulled his hand away 
and gripped the dragon tighter. 

Once the soldiers spotted the dragon coming, they began lowering the 
drawbridge over the moat and raising the iron portcullis. 

Hux was breathing hard, but he wasn’t slowing down. Whatever that 
mournful sound was that Arabis had made, it had scared Hux severely, and 
that put Seth, Fifer, and Thisbe even more on edge. Was Arabis okay? 

Hux’s direct path finally intersected the winding road that led to the castle, 
and the ride became a little smoother. The dragon followed the road to the 


drawbridge, and when he saw the guards waving him down, he skidded to a 
halt. Several of their precious flower petals flew up in the wind. Fifer squeaked 
in protest, trying and failing to grab them, then regretfully watched them go. 
She glanced at the guards, who were staring at her, and quickly settled back 
down, a wave of fear passing through her. None of them appeared friendly. 

The soldier who seemed to be in charge apparently recognized Hux, to no 
one’s surprise, but she scrutinized the children’s faces. “Who are these children 
with you?” 

“They are the magicians from the Seven Islands,” said Hux. 

“And me,” said Dev, straightening up. “I’m delivering them to the princess. 
The girls, I mean. Officially.” 

Thisbe looked sidelong at him and whispered harshly, “What are you 
talking about?” Dev had been acting more and more sneaky lately. He was 
definitely up to something, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. She 
addressed the soldier. “We're not here to see the princess, maam. We’re here to 
fix the dragons’ wings.” 

“Right,” Dev mumbled. He slouched again. 

The woman studied the girls, looking them in the eye for a long moment. 
But the expression on her face didn’t give away her thoughts. She raised a brow 
at Dev. “Hmm. Interesting.” 

Fifer glanced at Dev too, her suspicion growing. “What’s going on?” she 
demanded. 

Dev stared stonily ahead. “Nothing.” 

Thisbe and Fifer exchanged a suspicious glance. But their worries were 
interrupted by Hux. 

“We must hurry,” the dragon said sharply. “The orders came from the king.” 

“Fine, then,” said the soldier, and she waved them in. 

Hux wasted no time. He thudded over the drawbridge and headed straight 
inside. 

“They let dragons inside the castle?” asked Seth in a low voice, which 
hitched as they bumped along. But it was clear they did, for the other guards 
stood aside and let Hux through. 

As their eyes adjusted, Fifer’s lips parted in awe. The entryway was bigger 
than the entire mansion in Artimé. The ceiling rose up to a dizzying height, 
and jeweled light fixtures lined the walls, sparkling. The floor was made of 
vibrant green stone that had been polished smooth, making the dragon’s claws 


slip and clack as he moved along. The ivory walls contained intricate carvings 
that looked very old, yet were impeccably maintained. It must’ve taken skilled 
artists centuries to complete all that work. In spite of their trepidation, the 
three Artiméans marveled at it. 

But the most unusual thing about the castle entrance was the pair of white- 
and-gray-striped tigers. They were adorned with rich-looking fabric that lay 
across their shoulders and backs like capes, and they wore delicate headpieces 
with pearls and diamonds that hung between their eyes. The tigers paced the 
back wall of the entryway, but they werent loose—they were secured around 
their necks by long, thin, flexible metal chains. 

One of the tigers snarled at Hux as he went by. Hux roared back, but the 
tiger showed no fear. Hux continued toward them, making Fifer worry there'd 
be a confrontation, but then the dragon turned to the right at the back of the 
entryway and went through an enormous arch, leading to a wing of the castle. 
Just as they were about to enter through a similar-size doorway, a girl’s voice 
from behind halted Hux in his tracks. “Stop, dragon,” she said. 

Hux stopped. 

Dev’s face lit up. He jumped down, while Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth turned 
around to look at the girl. Clearly a princess, she was dressed in shimmering 
clothes and wore a small beaded headpiece that dripped jewels across her 
forehead, similar to what the tigers wore. She walked casually to one of the 
tigers and petted its head, barely looking at it. 

Dev ran over to her. “I’m back,” he said in a low voice. 

“And I'm bored to death.” She looked at the dragon, who seemed to be 
waiting for permission to continue on. Her gaze moved to the three children 
on his back. She put a finger to her lips and studied them. “Are they the 
ones... ?” 

Dev smiled. “Yes, Princess. And TIl need you to inspect them, if you please.” 

The princess looked puzzled. “What? Why? Was I right?” 

“You'll see.” Dev looked around nervously. “Please.” 

“Of course.” She moved fluidly over the malachite floor, her gown sweeping 
along with her, and approached the dragon. “You made it just in time, Hux,” 
she said in a scolding tone. “You'll thank me for holding off the execution.” 

“Thank you,” said Hux meekly, about as undragonlike as Thisbe could 
imagine. Briefly Thisbe wondered why Hux didn’t just blow fire and burn up 
everyone who kept the dragons captive. But something else held Thisbe’s 


attention. It was the princess, but not her beautiful clothing or her elegant 
stance. It was her voice. Her face. They were familiar. 

The princess looked curiously from one twin to the other, and now that 
they were in bright light, she saw something she hadn't been sure of before. 
“Oh my,” she whispered. She turned toward Dev. “Well done.” 

It was then that Thisbe finally figured out what was so familiar. The 
princess was the ragged girl who'd been with Dev in the village. 





The Dungeon 


Dev said the girl’s name earlier, thought Thisbe. Shawni? No. It was Shanti. But 
why had she been dressed like a servant? Like Dev? Did this mean that Dev 
was secretly a prince? 

“Soldiers,” said the princess. She clapped her hands. 

Immediately two men and two women in green uniforms appeared. 

“Accompany the party to the dungeon so they can fix the dragon wings. 
When they are finished, make them . . . more comfortable.” 

The four soldiers obeyed. 

The princess looked at Hux and frowned. She called after the soldiers, “And 
get his muzzle on right away. There’s no reason for this carelessness.” 

“Yes, Princess,” said the four in unison. 

“Excuse me,” said Thisbe, trying to sound bold. “What’s happening?” 

The princess eyed her with contempt, and Dev stepped forward. In a harsh 
voice he said, “Thieves do not address Princess Shanti.” But he wouldn’t look 
Thisbe in the eye. 

“Look,” said Thisbe, feeling heat rising to her cheeks. “Where we come 
from, people cut their hair if they want to. Not because they’re thieves. 
Besides, youre a thief yourself, Dev. Why isn’t your hair short?” She hesitated, 
waiting for the princess to apologize or at least appear to understand. 


But the princess stared stonily. “Get them out of here.” 

Before the visitors knew what was happening, the soldiers prodded Hux 
through a doorway and whisked Thisbe, Seth, and Fifer after him, down a 
winding stone ramp. As they descended, the air turned damp and chilly, and 
the lighting became sparse. Near the bottom, the beautiful green-stone 
flooring ended abruptly and turned to dirt. The ceiling was low enough that 
Hux had to stoop way down in order to fit. He kept moving with the soldiers. 
The children followed. 

As they reached the bottom of the ramp, the area opened up into a huge, 
dimly lit dungeon. More soldiers appeared and roughly slapped a muzzle over 
Hux’s face. The dragon didn’t struggle at all, which left the children mystified. 
Perhaps his refusal to fight like a normal dragon had been in the terms of 
agreement to save Arabis’s life. Or maybe, after ten years of being enslaved, 
Hux didn’t have any fight left in him. The three friends observed, silent and 
cautious, not wanting to talk about anything until there weren't any soldiers 
around to hear them. 

There were a few small, high windows with bars over them. Blocks of 
sunlight streamed in. The children looked around the vast dungeon area, and it 
was only seconds before they realized they weren't alone. 

Lined along one wall, inside enormous stables, were the other four dragons 
that the children hadn’t seen since they were very young. Nearest them was 
Drock the deep purple, then an empty stall that was presumably Hux’s. Then 
Ivis the green, Yarbeck the purple and gold, and at the far end by the outer 
wall with the windows, Arabis the orange. All of the dragons were stuck so 
tightly in their stables that they could hardly move, and their snouts were 
constrained by similar muzzles to the one Hux wore. 

The soldiers forced the children to one side, taking their supplies for the 
wings and throwing them to the ground. Then they whipped poor Hux until 
he backed into the empty stall, and they continued whipping him even though 
he was doing exactly what they told him to do. 


!» 


“Stop!” cried Fifer. “What do you think you're doing?” 

“Leave him alone!” shouted Thisbe. “Can’t you see he’s doing what you're 
telling him to do?” 

“Besides,” Fifer continued, “we need the dragons outside of their stables. 


How else are we supposed to work on them?” 


Seth ran over to the other dragons. “Are you all right?” he asked them. 
“Arabis! Do you remember me?” 

But Arabis didn’t answer because she couldn’t. None of them could. Their 
mouths were locked shut by the muzzles, which Seth could now see were also 
attached to the walls of each stable. The dragons could only emit strange yowls 
through their clenched jaws, and they could hardly move their heads. 

“Fix the wings!” barked one of the soldiers, making Seth scramble back to 
Fifer and Thisbe, who cowered near the supplies. The man turned to the other 
three soldiers, who were attaching Hux’s muzzle to the chains in his stable. 
“Go stand guard at the ramp.” 

The three finished the job and moved out of sight to the end of the ramp as 
they were told. The first soldier stood over the children, looking at their 
strange organic supplies. “What is this junk?” he muttered. “This better not be 
a trick.” 

“Were going to need more supplies,” said Fifer, trying to appear unfazed. 
She clenched her fists in front of her to show that she wasn’t messing around, 
though she knew there was no way she'd win in a fight—not with three other 
guards nearby. 

“Tough luck,” said the man. “Make do with what you have.” 

“No, seriously,” Fifer said, starting to panic. “We can’t do it without more 
sticks and petals. And we need some cloth, too.” 

“You are not to leave the dungeon.” 

Fifer looked at the man, knowing that however difficult the soldiers were 
going to be, the twins had to figure out how to do this or they were all done 
for. “Okay, well,” she said in a measured tone, “that servant boy Dev knows 
what we need. You could send him out to get it.” 

The soldier frowned. 

Thisbe stepped in. “Can’t you at least ask whoever’s in charge, please?” 

The soldier slammed his thumb against his chest and snarled, “Tm in 
charge. And I do not negotiate with thieves.” 

Boiling mad, Thisbe shoved her hands in her pockets to keep them from 
doing any unintended magic. “Enough about the hair thing! I. Am not. A 
thief.” She stepped toward him and tried to look threatening, even though the 
top of her head barely came up past his shoulder. “Do you want us to help you 
or not?” 


Immediately the soldier pushed Thisbe against the wall. He pulled a dagger 
from his belt and pressed the point to Thisbe’s chest. “Don’t move,” he said 
menacingly. Without turning, he called to his fellow soldiers, “Take the thief 
away.” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened as two soldiers rushed in and grabbed her. “What are 
you doing? Stop!” More soldiers came rushing in. 

“Let go of her!” shouted Seth, running at them. 

Fifer rushed to her twin’s side and tried to pull her free. “You leave her 
alone!” 

The soldiers yanked harder. Thisbe’s eyes sparked dangerously. “Get away 
from me!” 

The other soldiers grabbed Fifer and Seth and pulled them back while the 
two holding Thisbe dragged her to the ramp and began to ascend it. “Help!” 
Thisbe screamed. “Stop!” Little jets of fire burst from her eyes and hit the wall, 
leaving two smoldering divots behind. Thisbe screamed. She'd never done 
anything like that with her eyes before. Abandoning her quest to do good with 
her magic, she attempted to replicate that spell, aiming her eyes at the 
soldiers. But try as she might, she couldn't do it again. 

In desperation, Fifer screeched. Birds flew in through the tiny dungeon 
windows, but as usual, all they did was flutter about. The soldiers batted them 
away and kept dragging Thisbe, who dug in her heels to no avail. 

“Stop!” she cried out, her voice ragged. Part of her desperately wanted to 
shout the word “boom” and kill these creeps. But she couldn’t make herself do 
it. The results of that spell had been traumatic enough when she'd killed the 
venomous snake, much less Captain Baldhead back when she was two. She 
couldn’t bear to kill these soldiers no matter how much she hated what they 
were doing to her. Besides, more soldiers came rushing in, and she wouldn't be 
able to kill them all. If she managed to destroy one or more of them, what 
would they do to her then? She'd be a thief and a murderer. Alex wouldn't be 
the only one wanting to lock her up if that happened. Surely they wouldn’t let 
her go free, and right now, all she wanted to do was make it home somehow. 
She wrenched her arms, but the soldiers held her fast. “Back off!” she shouted 
desperately, flicking her fingers the best she could, hoping something else 
would happen. Fiery sparks flew out of them, hitting the soldiers in the face. 

The men and women dropped Thisbe and began pawing at their stinging 
faces. Thisbe tried to run, but the next group of soldiers grabbed her and 


picked her up. 

“We need Thisbe to stay here so she can do the magic!” Fifer was shouting 
from the dragon dungeon. “Bring her back this instant!” The head soldier held 
her, kicking and screaming. Next to her, Seth landed a well-placed kick and 
managed to break loose from his captor. He rushed after the larger group, 
searching desperately inside his vest pockets as he ran. He pulled out a few 
scatterclips and sent them flying. They snagged one soldier, dragging him 
backward and stacking another behind the first, and pinned them to the wall. 
But it wasn’t enough. There were too many soldiers. Soon he was recaptured 
and held tightly. 

“Just fix the wings, Fifer! You have to!” Thisbe yelled out as the soldiers 
dragged her higher up the ramp. “Then we can all get out of here!” 

Fifer stared after her. She felt like she was being torn down the middle, half 
of her body being wrenched away, and she was helpless to do anything about 
it. How could she function without Thisbe? They'd never been apart before. 

Fifer thought about her life stories. How their mother had died saving her 
and Thisbe when they were only one year old. The townspeople of Quill had 
brought them to Aaron at the palace, but Aaron had been abducted by the 
pirates. Gondoleery Rattrapp had taken over and ordered them to the 
Ancients Sector. Then Liam Healey had risked his life and stolen the girls 
away, and they'd been on the run in the freezing cold for days with no food or 
water. He'd brought them to Artimé. 

She thought about how the girls had been together inside the giant rock 
during the final battle. How Fifer had stopped Queen Eagala’s evil birds, and 
Thisbe had killed the pirate captain because he was kidnapping Fifer. 

They'd lived peacefully in the mansion since then. And through all of it, 
they'd been together. Through every traumatic event, the twins had been side 
by side. And now, horribly, everything was changing. 

Fifer barely noticed when the soldier let her go. Magical Warrior Training, 
her component vest—neither of those held any place in her thoughts anymore. 
She sank to the ground, then looked at Seth, who looked back at her solemnly 
and didn’t say a word. They both lowered their heads. Thisbe was gone. And 
Fifer couldn’t do this job without her. 





Seth and Fifer Improvise 


But Fifer didn’t have a choice. She blinked back the tears, sucked in a sharp 
breath, and stood up. Then she very deliberately straightened her clothes and 
gave the soldier one last look of hatred as he moved back to join the others at 
the bottom of the ramp. Inside, Fifer was scared to death. What were the 
soldiers doing to her sister? Where were they taking her? But she knew she 
had to step up and make this happen . . . without the supplies they needed. 

“What are we going to do?” Seth asked in a low voice. 

“I don’t know.” Fifer turned and knelt on the cold floor. She straightened 
the sticks and started to gather up the flower petals that hadn’t been damaged 
in the scuffle. She sniffed once and shivered in the damp room. “Let’s look 
around, I guess. Maybe we can find something down here to use for the cloth 
covering.” 

Seth and Fifer began looking in the shadowy corners of the low-lit dungeon 
and discovered a narrow hallway that led to many more open dungeon rooms 
—some of which had actual prisoners chained to the walls by their wrists. The 
children didn’t get far before they saw at least ten soldiers patrolling the maze 
of hallways and yelling at the prisoners. 

“At least they didn’t put Thisbe in here,” murmured Fifer. “Whoa, look out 
—soldiers coming this way.” The two turned around quickly and went back to 


the section where the dragons were. 

By the exterior wall near Arabis, Seth spotted a stack of swollen burlap 
sacks marked DRAGON FODDER. Next to the filled sacks was a small pile of 
empty ones. “Can we use these sacks for the cloth part of the wings?” 

Fifer went over to examine them. “They’re better than nothing. I think 
they'll work. But Pm still not sure what were going to do without more 
branches.” She looked up at Arabis the orange, whose neck curved 
uncomfortably in the too-small stall and whose pained eyes watched Seth and 
Fifer from above the muzzle. 

Fifer spied a few widely spaced, rusty iron rungs built into the wall 
between the stalls. She used them like a ladder and climbed up to stroke the 
dragon’s neck. “I wish you could tell me why they keep you locked up like this. 
And what happened to make you captives in your own land. It doesn’t make 
any sense.” 

Arabis blinked. 

Fifer wished she’d asked Hux more questions when he'd had his muzzle off. 
But she doubted Hux would have answered—he'd already seemed 
uncomfortable with the amount of information he'd given them. Dragons had 
so many secrets. 

Almost as if Arabis could hear Fifer’s thoughts, the dragon snorted. Fifer 
gasped in surprise. Medium-size dragons were pretty intimidating, even if they 
were friends of Artime. 

When Arabis had settled again, Fifer climbed up higher and slid along the 
top of the thick stall door so she could examine the placement of the dragon’s 
existing wings. She remembered that Alex and the others had done some sort 
of mathematical equation to determine what size the new wings needed to be, 
but Fifer and Seth didn’t have a clue what the formula was. She tried to 
remember how big the new wings were compared to the long tables they sat 
on in Ms. Octavia’s room. They'd stuck out over the edge in both directions, 
she recalled, but that was about as much as she knew. They were huge. And 
Fifer’s materials were limited. It seemed impossible. Plus, how were they going 
to get the old wings off? She hopped back down and went over to where Seth 
sat, counting the sticks. 

“There’s absolutely no way we can do this,” Fifer lamented. “We need ten 
giant wings. That’s practically a whole forest full of branches.” 


Seth frowned as he studied their meager supplies. He looked up at Fifer, 
and then he glanced at Ivis the green, who was the dragon nearest him. “What 
if... ,” he began, then stopped. 

“What?” asked Fifer. 

Seth shook his head as if he were embarrassed to say it. But then he thought 
some more and said, “Why do we have to make entire new wings? Why can’t 
we just, you know, add on to the existing ones?” He cringed, expecting Fifer to 
laugh at the idea, for he wasn’t normally the one of the three to come up with 
a smart solution to a problem. Not that Seth didn’t have ideas, of course. He 
just didn’t often have a chance to share them, what with the twins always 
scheming a step ahead of him. And under normal circumstances he was 
perfectly happy to let them do the plotting and take the lead. But Thisbe was 
half of Fifer’s masterful brain, and with her gone, Seth felt a little bolder about 
making a suggestion. 

Fifer tapped her lips thoughtfully. It was such a simple plan that she was 
surprised she hadn’t thought of it. But would it work? She scrunched up her 
nose as she pictured the results. “The wings will be pretty ugly.” 

“Right.” Seth hastily looked down so Fifer wouldn't see his disappointment. 
But then he thought some more and looked up again. “But as long as they can 
fly, the dragons won't care, will they?” Seth turned to Ivis. “Will you?” 

Ivis shook her head as much as the muzzle chains would allow. The dragons 
needed wings that worked in order to stay alive. They didn’t care how ugly 
they were. 

“Okay, well, I think we've got a plan, then,” said Fifer, relieved. “And maybe 
if were really lucky, the wings will work without me having to make them 
come alive.” 

Seth laughed. “Don’t count on that. They'll just be extra deadweight, and 
they won't meld properly to the existing wings without magic. But we'll worry 
about that later. Let’s get started.” He tried not to grin too much, for there was 
still a lot at stake, and Thisbe to worry about, and besides that, no one knew if 
the plan would work. But it had been his idea, and he was pretty proud of 
that. He cleared his throat authoritatively. “We have twenty-two sapling 
branches that are all taller than me. So we can use two of them per wing to 
extend each by at least five feet, and we'll have two branches left over in case 
we need them. Do you think that'll be enough?” 


Fifer sucked in a breath and let it out slowly, contemplating the impossible 
task. She shook her head, wishing hard for Thisbe’s input. She’d know best 
what to do. But Fifer knew that Thisbe would be counting on her to pull this 
off, and then rescue her. There was nothing else they could do but try. They'd 
come this far, and they had to do it for the sake of the dragons—and 
themselves. “I sure hope it’s enough,” she said, resigned, and picked up two 
sticks. “Ir ll have to be.” 





A Stranger in the Dark 


The soldiers dragged Thisbe, yelling and kicking, up to the grand entrance of 
the castle. They crossed to a wing on the opposite side, beyond the tigers, then 
went into a hallway. They pulled Thisbe down a long, uneven flight of stairs to 
a dungeon that felt even colder, darker, and more damp than the one the 
dragons were in. The floor was wet and the walls were slimy, and there were 
only a few torches here and there to light the way. 

‘They weaved through narrow hallways, past other chained prisoners, who 
called out in anguish as the soldiers and Thisbe passed by. The soldiers shouted 
back at them to be quiet and threatened them with punishments. Thisbe held 
her breath, feeling more and more scared the deeper they went and the more 
turns they made. 

Thisbe soon lost all sense of direction. She tried desperately to remember 
the turns they took, but there were so many that the journey became a blur, 
and she had no idea which way was out. Finally they came to a stop in front of 
a few small, open chambers that were unlit and seemingly empty. The soldiers 
pushed Thisbe inside and slapped iron cuffs around her wrists and ankles. 
Within moments they were gone, their footsteps just an echo in the stone 


hallways. 


Thisbe soon discovered by feel and sound that the cuffs were attached to 
chains, and the chains were attached to the wall. She tugged at them, hard, but 
they didn’t budge. “Release,” she whispered, but she wasn’t surprised when 
they didn’t release her, since they hadn’t been attached magically. It was 
strange—nobody seemed to do magic in Grimere. 

She knew shouting for help would do no good but get her more 
punishments, so Thisbe sat down. The cold water seeped into her clothes. 
“Yuck,” she muttered, feeling miserable and helpless. “This place is so 
disgusting.” She choked back a sob, knowing that if she started crying now, she 
might not stop, and then she’d have a cry headache on top of it all. 

She couldn’t help but think of home and how it seemed more and more 
likely that they'd never make it back there again. Why had they come here? 
They'd been so foolish to attempt such a huge, dangerous task. Her brother 
was right. She deserved to be locked up, and now she was. “I’m so sorry, Alex,” 
she whispered. “Please come and find us. Please. Pll never do anything like this 
again, I promise. Just .. . just please don’t hate me. That would be the worst 
thing that could happen.” 

After a minute, the silence was broken by a new voice. It was thick and 
raspy and that of an old woman. “You must love Alex very much for that to be 
the worst thing.” 

Thisbe froze. She looked all around in the darkness but couldn’t see anyone. 
“Who said that?” she asked. “Who are you?” She stretched out her hands and 
tried to put her feet up to help protect herself, but she couldn’t lift them very 
far before the chain grew taut. 

But the voice didn’t come any closer. A chain rattled, and it wasn’t one 
attached to Thisbe. “I am Maiven Taveer. And you?” 

“Thisbe. Um, Thisbe Stowe.” 

“You speak the language of the dragons quite beautifully.” 

Thisbe didn’t know what to think about that. “It’s the only language I know 
besides Warbler sign language. Why do you call it the language of the 
dragons?” 

“It has always been called so,” said Maiven Taveer. 

Thisbe thought about that. “But all the dragons I know can speak another 
secret language. I’ve heard Pan use it. I thought that was their language.” 

“I have not heard of Pan. Is he a dragon?” 

“She is, yes. She’s the ruler of the sea.” 


“The sea? There’s no sea here, only a crater lake many miles away, beyond 
Dragonsmarche. What world does she rule?” 

“The world of ... Artimé, and the Island of Dragons and . . . well, five other 
islands. You don’t need me to name them all. I guess people here call my world 
the Seven Islands.” 

“Ah,” said Maiven Taveer. “I know of it, but have never been there.” 

“It’s kind of hard to get there from here.” 

“So I've heard. Unless you're a pirate.” 

“A pirate?” 

Maiven was quiet for a moment, and then said, “This is probably not 
accurate anymore. But once upon a time, pirates could travel between the 
worlds. They sold sea creatures in the marketplace. Quite rare here, as you can 
imagine. Since there’s no sea, I mean.” 

“Oh.” Thisbe didn’t really feel like talking about pirates. The two chamber 
mates lapsed into silence, and Thisbe’s thoughts turned to her miserable 
predicament and how uncomfortable she felt sitting in a quarter inch of cold 
running water. At least she hoped it was water. She shivered and hugged her 
knees, letting her forehead rest on them. 

After a few minutes, Maiven Taveer spoke again. “Tell me about it.” 

Thisbe lifted her head and blinked in the darkness. “What?” 

“The Seven Islands. Is it beautiful there?” Maiven’s voice carried a strong 
melody of wistfulness that, for a moment, made Thisbe feel sorrier for her 
than she felt for herself. 

“Most of it is beautiful. I live in the center island of the seven, on Quill and 
Artime. Artimé is the magical side, you see. And Quill . . . well, the people 
there are not so bad now, but they used to call creative children Unwanteds 
and send them to their deaths.” She laughed a little. “Now they just send them 
to us in Artimé and we take them in. We teach them how to use their 
creativity to do magic.” She trailed off, thinking of Henry and Thatcher, and a 
spear of longing went through her. She missed them. She missed everything 
about home. “It’s much better for the Unwanteds to be in Artimé.” 

“Hmm.” The old woman was silent for a time, and then said, “Everything 
gets worse or better as time passes. It rarely stays the same.” 

Thisbe frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“Lands, people, situations,” Maiven said, passionately enough to send her 
into a coughing fit. When she could speak again, she continued. “Everything. It 


either gets better or it gets worse. Think about Quill—you said it was getting 
better. What about Artimé? Is it getting better there, or worse? Consider 
people you know—they are always changing one way or another. Think about 
yourself, Thisbe. Are you getting better? Or worse?” 

The questions made Thisbe uncomfortable. She stayed quiet, pondering 
them. Thinking about her destructive magic and how she still couldnt stop it. 
And then she thought of what Hux had said about Dev, and about how he was 
exactly 50 percent good and 50 percent evil. And that time would tell which 
direction he moved in. 

“I don’t know,” Thisbe said in a small voice. 

Maiven paused. “I’m sorry—I've just realized you are a child, aren’t you? You 
sounded much older before.” 

“Pm not a child,” said Thisbe. “I’m twelve.” 

“I see,” said Maiven solemnly. After a while she asked, “Will you tell me 
more about your world so I can see it in my mind forever? It will help me pass 
the days.” 

“How many days have you been in here?” 

Maiven hesitated. “I don’t want to tell you.” 

“Why not?” 

There was a long moment of silence before Maiven broke it once more. 
“Because I don’t want you to be afraid.” 





Thisbe Gets a Shock 


While Seth and Fifer constructed the first set of wing extensions, using Seth's 
dwindling supply of scatterclips to wire them together and his remaining 
preserve components as glue to connect them to Arabis’s existing wings, 
Thisbe told Maiven Taveer all about Artimé. 

She described the lush lawn, the colorful trees and flowers, the fountains, 
the mansion, the magical creatures, and the jungle, which could be a 
dangerous place. She went on to describe Warbler’s underground tunnels and 
outdoor shipyard, and Karkinos the crab island with a forest growing on his 
shell and sand around the edges, and his coral-reef claws, and the grandfathers’ 
gardens on the Island of Shipwrecks. And before she knew it, hours had passed 
without her feeling especially terrible about having to be in the cold, damp 
dungeon of an ancient castle at the peak of the cliffs of Grimere, with no way 
to get home. 

When they came to a natural lull in the conversation, Thisbe ventured to 
ask the old woman a few questions too. “Are you from Grimere or somewhere 
else? How did you come to be put in this dungeon? And do they bring any 
food and water around? I’m getting pretty hungry. We haven't eaten anything 
since the middle of the night.” 


But the old woman was silent, and soon Thisbe could hear a soft snoring 
sound coming from her direction. Thisbe realized she was weary too, but even 
though things were quiet in her area of the dungeon, she was too afraid to 
sleep. Instead she tipped her head back against the wall and stared into the 
darkness, thinking and worrying about . . . well, about everything. 

After several minutes, Thisbe began to ponder her magic. And how being 
one of the most magical people in Artimé didn’t mean much at all when she 
didn’t know how to use it or control it. Her attempts at controlling it on this 
journey had failed miserably, but she'd tried—she’d tried very hard, in fact. 
Maybe Fifer was right, and the way to fix that problem was to go through 
Magical Warrior Training. 

But of course Alex wouldn't allow it. Thisbe began to feel renewed anger 
building up inside as she thought about how Alex shielded her and Fifer from 
learning more, and how he’d forced everyone else to keep magic from them. 
He didn’t demand that for any other children in Artimé. He barely ever let the 
twins see anything in action. For years he required them to stay in the 
mansion during the times Florence was leading Magical Warrior Training on 
the lawn. And then, when the girls had attempted to learn things by watching 
through their window, he’d moved the whole operation to Karkinos, out of 
sight. 

And Alex had kept the components locked away. It was all very frustrating, 
because Fifer and Thisbe were really good at the magic they'd learned on the 
sly. If only Alex had taught them the right way to do things once they were old 
enough to understand the dangers, instead of hiding everything from them, 
she and Fifer might not be in this predicament right now. Maybe the good 
things that Thisbe could do with those kinds of spells would balance out all 
the bad things she did with her internal magic now. 

Having so much time to stew about it only caused her anger to grow, until 
she was mad enough to rip the chains right out of the walls. 

She frowned. And then she grabbed one of the ankle chains with both 
hands. She concentrated on what she wanted to happen and then tugged at the 
chain, trying to pull it apart. “Break!” 

Nothing happened. 

“Splinter!” she cried. 

From a distance away, the sound of tinkling glass could be heard. “Not you, 
you lousy window,” she muttered impatiently, but that was a spell she hadn't 


done before, so she took a mental note of it before trying something else. 
“Chains, rip apart! Uncouple! Fracture!” She yanked them, but they held fast. 
“Divide!” she tried. She was running out of synonyms, and wished she could 
look in the Giant Thesaurus that sat in the midst of a mess of books in the 
Museum of Large. Instead, she thought some more. “Snap! Crunch! Explode!” 

It was no use. Either she didn’t have the right verbal component, or she was 
doing something else wrong. She sat back, defeated. After a while her anger 
faded and turned to sadness. Finally her eyelids drooped. 

As she began to drift off to sleep, she heard a ruckus in the dungeon and 
snapped awake, her stomach roiling in fear. Had they figured out that she'd 
broken the window? Were they coming to do something awful to her? 

Or perhaps it was someone coming with food. But the commotion sounded 
a little too crazy for that to be the case. 

The noises grew louder, and the dungeon walls echoed with shouts. The 
voices were familiar, almost. Was it Seth and Fifer? Or Dev? No, it wasn’t any 
of them. She sat up a bit higher and strained her ears, trying to understand 
what the people were saying, but there was so much yelling and noise and 
echoing that Thisbe couldn’t make out any of it. 

Soon the noisy group approached the chamber that Thisbe and Maiven 
occupied. In the dim hallway light, Thisbe could tell there were two prisoners, 
completely immobilized and being carried by a ridiculous number of guards. 
They turned sharply into the open chamber next door, and Thisbe could hear 
the rattle of chains and the threats from the soldiers as they shackled the two. 

Finally the guards exited the chamber. Some of them were swearing, others 
limping. But Thisbe soon forgot them because a voice rose above their noise. 
The voice was loud and clear and passionate, and it came from one of the new 
prisoners next door. “GIVE... ME... MY... SON!” 





Hiding Something 


Thisbe gasped, and the dungeon exploded into noise. Prisoners from the 
various chambers around them began hollering and bellowing, either mocking 
Carina or supporting her—Thisbe wasn’t quite sure which. But the fact that 
Carina was here, just on the other side of the wall, made Thisbe’s heart surge. 
“Carina!” she yelled, but she could hardly hear herself. She didn’t expect 
Carina could hear her either. 

She strained to listen, trying to figure out who the other prisoner might be, 
and her mind was filled with questions. How did Carina get here? How did 
she know where to find them? 

She called out, “Carina! Carina!” but the words were lost in the din again. 

“Wait a little,” said Maiven. “Trust me!” 

Thisbe didn’t understand why, but she closed her mouth anyway. Soon the 
sound of jeers and yells faded, and the noise was overtaken by the sound of a 
squeaky, rattling cart coming down the hallway. The smell of rancid food filled 
Thisbe’s nostrils, and she gagged and nearly threw up. After several minutes, 
the cart reached their chamber. The boy pushing it brought two trays inside, 
setting one by Maiven and the other by Thisbe. Thisbe could just barely make 


out his features. It was Dev. 


Thisbe sat up and whispered harshly, “Dev, wait! Why am I down here? 
Can't you tell them I’m not a thief?” 

The boy straightened quickly and took a step away. “I’m not Dev,” he said in 
a fake voice. He fled, pushing the cart to the next chamber where Carina was, 
leaving Thisbe completely puzzled. 

Then, from next door, Carina spoke sharply. “Freeze.” Thisbe’s eyes widened 
in the darkness. Did Carina have components? Or was that a noncomponent 
spell? She'd have to try it sometime. 

“What did you do that for?” Carina’s companion asked weakly. Thisbe’s 
heart soared again as she recognized his voice. Thatcher! 

“Because I’m mad.” 

“Well, that’s a good enough reason. Though he’s just a servant who didn’t do 
anything to us. And now some of the prisoners won't get food.” 

Thisbe sucked in a breath. She was surprised how well she could hear them 
now that everyone had settled down, for they were talking normally. 

“Fine,” Carina muttered. “Release.” 

The clatter of the cart resumed as Dev served their trays. Soon the squeaks 
and rattles faded when Dev moved down the hallway. 

“I can’t believe we ended up in here,” Carina muttered. “What is this 
disgusting crud?” 

Thisbe nearly laughed aloud. Carina didn’t talk like that whenever Seth and 
his siblings and the twins were around. She talked like a mom then. Now 
Thisbe wanted to be quiet so she could find out what else Carina might say. 

“It’s better than having nothing, like the past thirty hours,” said Thatcher. 
He didn’t sound at all like himself, and Thisbe wondered if he was ill or 
injured. 

“I suppose.” 

Thisbe could hear their plates rattling, and Maiven’s as well. 

“Eat quickly or they'll take it away,” whispered Maiven. “Talk to your 
friends later. Trust me,” she said again. “I'll let you know when it’s time.” 

“Okay.” Thisbe attempted to eat her food. It was terrible, but Thisbe was 
hungry, so she ate almost all of it, and then drank the tall tumbler of water 
that accompanied it. It stopped her stomach from complaining—at least for a 
little while, until it realized what Thisbe had actually sent it. 

While she waited for the signal, she wondered why Dev had pretended he 
was someone else. Thisbe knew it was him. She was certain. Why would he lie 


and avoid her? Something was definitely going on with him and his 
sneakiness, but she didn’t know what it might be. 

A while later, when Dev came back in and picked up the trays, Thisbe held 
out her hand toward the chamber opening and whispered, “Glass.” 

Dev moved to return to his cart and slammed into the glass wall face-first. 
The trays went flying and clattered on the floor. Dev fell backward, crying out 
in pain. 

“Release,” whispered Thisbe, and the glass disappeared. As the boy got to 
his hands and knees, Thisbe said in a low voice, “Don’t mess with me, Dev. I’m 
warning you.” She'd never said such a thing to anyone before, and it felt 
terribly freeing. 

Dev yelped and didn’t reply. Instead he crawled to the doorway and began 
feeling around for the glass, which was no longer there. Once he realized the 
space was clear, he dove for the hallway and took off with the cart to Carina 
and Thatcher’s chamber. 

Thisbe lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes in satisfaction, and began to 
wonder if she was turning just a little bit bad. 





A Familiar Voice 


When all the food trays had been picked up and the dungeon had quieted, 
Thisbe waited for Maiven to give her some sort of signal that it was okay to 
talk to Carina. But it didn’t come. Had the old woman fallen asleep again? 

The evening stretched onward. Maiven remained silent until a sharp 
snoring sound came from somewhere in the hallway nearby. 

“Abh, there it is,” said Maiven softly. “That is your cue, Miss Thisbe.” 

“Is that the guard?” Thisbe whispered. 

Maiven went on. “There are guards stationed throughout the hallways at 
night. The one assigned between our chamber and your friend’s is a loud 
snorer. Not so nice when you're trying to sleep, but perfect when you want to 
talk. You should be able to converse for several hours if you keep yourself low 
to the ground and speak softly.” 

“But how will my friend hear me?” 

“Are you sitting in a stream of water?” 

Thisbe frowned, confused. “Yes.” 

“Near the floor at your back is a small opening in the wall, the size of a 
brick, that leads to your friend’s chamber. There is one in every wall. It’s how 
they clean—by spraying water at one end and letting it wash through all the 
chambers. Not very sanitary if you ask me, but then again, no one ever does.” 


Maiven paused, then continued. “Try to lower yourself as close as possible to 
that opening. Your voice will carry through. If the snoring stops, you stop 
talking.” 

“Thank you.” Thisbe quickly slid her body to one side as far as the chains 
would allow, trying to feel for the opening. When she found it, she bent down 
and could hear the low rumble of Carina and Thatcher talking, though she 
couldn't make out the words. “Carina!” she whispered. “Thatcher!” 

Their conversation paused, and Thisbe whispered again. “Carina! Thatcher! 
It’s me, Thisbe. Down by the floor where the water goes through.” 

She could hear a scuffle as one of the two shifted to align with the hole in 
the wall. And then a glorious moment later, she heard a familiar voice. 

“Thisbe?” It was Thatcher, sounding incredulous. 

“Yeah.” Thisbe started to cry. “Hi, Thatcher.” She tried to sound upbeat, but 
the words came out sounding miserable. 

“Are you all right?” 

“Pm... cold and wet and a little scared.” She hesitated. “But not much.” 

Thatcher laughed softly. “You're braver than me. How long have you been 
down here? Are Seth and Fifer there with you?” 

“Tm alone.” Thisbe explained everything, from the children’s scary journey 
on Hux’s back to their horrifying adventures in the first village to their trek 
up the mountain with Dev. “And the soldiers here don’t like me because I’m 
demanding and I sent sparks flying at their faces, and they think I’m a thief 
because I have short hair, and now I’m stuck down here while Fifer and Seth 
try to fix all the dragon wings. I wish they'd hurry up, but to be honest I don’t 
know if they can do it without me.” 

As Thisbe talked, Thatcher relayed to Carina the parts of the story she 
couldnt hear. After she finished by telling Thatcher about Maiven’s kindness, 
she asked Thatcher to tell his story. 

Thatcher told her about their journey, from deciding who would chase 
after the children to stopping at Warbler to see Sky, to Thatcher’s near 
drowning incident off the coast of the Island of Fire. “We lost all of our 
supplies except for what we had in our component vests,” Thatcher said, “but 
we decided to continue the journey even though we didn’t have food or water.” 

“No water? That’s the worst part.” 

“Tell me about it. I got pretty sick, and I totally blacked out by the time we 
were crossing over to the land of the dragons, so I didn’t even get to see what 


that big chasm or the cliffs looked like. But Carina said it was amazing.” 

“Well, I guess it was,” said Thisbe. “We were just trying to hang on for dear 
life. And don’t feel bad about blacking out. Seth totally fainted when he was 
hanging by the vine over the chasm.” 

“I think Id better not mention that part to Carina,” said Thatcher with a 
soft laugh. 

“What happened next? How did you get thrown in here? Didn't Simber 
protect you? Where is Simber?” 

“When Simber landed, he took us straight into the forest to the river so we 
could get some freshwater. That helped a lot, but I was still really weak and 
needed food and to recover a bit. So Simber weaved farther into the forest to 
try to find something for us to eat while Carina built a fire and caught a fish 
from the river. We were having a nice time of it, actually, when a bunch of 
soldiers in green coats surrounded us.” 

“Those creeps are everywhere,” muttered Thisbe. 

“They sure are. Anyway, they thought we were thieves too—now we know 
why. Carina and I fought them off with the components we had in our vests, 
but it’s really hard to fight in a forest. Even worse, I was weak. My aim was off 
and I hit more trees than humans, I think. I shackled one tree and made 
another do the fire step, and it totally uprooted itself and danced around for a 
few minutes there. Luckily, the roots took hold again when the spell wore off, 
or I'd have felt really bad.” 

The image of that made Thisbe smile. “Then what?” she demanded. 

“Then we tried to fight them with our fists, but there were too many of 
them. They surrounded us and wrapped us up in ropes to keep us from doing 
any more magic. As they were dragging us off, Simber came back toward the 
camp, but being huge like he is, he couldn’t weave through the trees or plow 
them down fast enough to get to us.” 

“Oh, poor Simber,” said Thisbe. 

“He knows where we are, though, and we heard the soldiers talking earlier 
about taking children as prisoners, and Hux’s return. So Carina and I had a 
pretty good feeling youd be around somewhere. I’m sure Simber’s just sitting 
tight until we figure out how to get out of here.” 

“Do you really think we'll figure that out?” asked Thisbe. 

“Pm sure of it,” said Thatcher. 

But somehow his reassurance only made Thisbe worry more. 





Figuring Things Out 


By now Fifer and Seth had completed construction on all the wing extensions 
and were doing their best with the few supplies they had to attach them to 
each existing wing. It was a tricky process handling the dragons, trying to get 
them to keep their wings still while the two of them balanced precariously on 
stable walls and the creatures’ backs. And trying to find whatever they could 
that would help keep the extensions attached once they had them on. 

They saved the hardest dragon for last. Drock the dark purple was the least 
helpful when it came to working with the children. He stomped his feet and 
banged against the sides of his stall, doing full-body shakes and making it 
difficult for Fifer and Seth to do much of anything with the tips of his wings. 

With Fifer perched on Drock’s back and pitching side to side, and with 
Seth climbing onto the top of the stall’s wall and leaning in to grab the wing, 
the two tried to wrangle the dragon into obedience. But it was very late, and 
everyone was tired and hungry, and Drock wasn’t having any part of it. 

Finally Fifer sighed and gave up. She reached her arms around Drock’s neck 
and hugged him. “I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice like a song. “You must feel 
absolutely terrible stuck in here all the time. You can’t even turn around.” 

Drock continued pitching from side to side, but less violently. Seth sat up 
straight on top of the wall, hanging on to the post with one hand and 


balancing the wing extension with the other, and rested for a moment while 
he watched Fifer. 

Fifer ran her hand along the dragon’s neck. “Your mother would think you 
are very brave,” she said. “We saw her just a few days ago. She wanted us to 
give you her love, but with all this crazy work to do, I forgot. I’m sorry.” 

Drock shuddered and settled down a bit more. He seemed to like being 
petted, and he certainly liked the kindness in Fifer’s voice. Fifer began 
humming one of the many songs she’d made up over the years. 

When Drock became fully calm, Fifer sat up and said very quietly to Seth, 
“I think there has to be a way to release these dragons from this awful prison 
once we have their wings working. We can do it, don’t you think so? This is a 
terrible life for them.” 

Seth shrugged. He could see now why the dragons couldn’t just torch 
whoever was trying to control them, even if they were 100 percent bad. And 
he could imagine that if this Revinir dude could threaten Arabis’s life to get 
Hux to come back, he could certainly threaten the dragons daily with the 
same thing to keep them from trying to escape when they were out flying 
royalty around the various lands. “But how do we get them all out of here 
together at the same time?” asked Seth. “That’s the problem.” 

Drock blinked rapidly and tried to nod. 

“Good question. I’m not sure how we can do it without help. We can’t get 
these stable doors open without a key. But once we have that, and once we 
figure out how to release the muzzles, couldn't all five of them storm up the 
ramp and just trample anybody in their way?” 

Drock frowned. 

Seth thought about that as a few of the dragons within earshot shook their 
heads. “No?” he guessed. “But why ... ?” He scratched his head, and then 
guessed again. “Because not all of the soldiers are more evil than good. So they 
can’t harm the good ones.” 

Now Hux and Drock nodded what little they could. 

“That makes sense,” said Fifer, motioning to Seth to help her with the wing 
extension now that Drock was calm. “Maybe they can use their tails to snatch 
up the good ones as we go along and set them aside. Though that seems like it 
would be pretty difficult.” 

“We need to create a distraction,” Seth said. “One that would get everyone 
out of our way.” 


“And one that would get us the keys to open up these stables,” Fifer 
reminded him. 

“Right.” Seth looked defeated. He had no idea how they’d manage that. 
“Plus,” he said, crestfallen, “we have to find Thisbe and get her out of here too.” 

Just then, Dev came from the dungeon hallway with a cart of empty, dirty 
trays. The two Artiméans could hear some chanting happening in the human 
prisoner part of the dungeon. 

“Hey! How did you get here?” Fifer demanded of him. “You didn’t come 
down this way.” 

Dev’s nose was swollen, and he had dried blood caked around his nostrils. 
He looked at them, seeming a bit rattled, and muttered, “I started on the other 
side and worked my way to here.” He pushed on through the dragon area and 
went up the ramp past the guards. 

Fifer and Seth exchanged a curious glance as if they'd just been given 
information inadvertently, though neither of them quite knew what good it 
would do them. Both of them sank into their own private thoughts as they 
used Seth’s remaining scatterclips to hook the last extension onto Drock’s 
second wing. 

When they were finished, the two hopped down to appraise their work 
before attempting the harder, magical part of the job. 

Fifer stood back so she could see the wings of all five dragons. Seth joined 
her. Each beautiful, sparkling, colorful beast wore gray burlap sacks dotted 
with a few flower petals on the end of their wings, like giant, ugly socks. The 
extensions sagged precariously, since they were a bit too heavy for a few paper 
clips and glue to secure them properly. Fifer hoped the magic would fix that. 

“They look atrocious,” Seth remarked, trying out a new word he'd learned 
in Samheed’s theater class. 

“Thank you,” said Fifer, who didn’t know what it meant. “I think it’s pretty 
good for someone like me. I’ve always been behind in Ms. Octavia’s art class, 
but I think she’d be quite proud, don’t you?” 

“Mmm,” said Seth with a little cough. To be kind he added, “I would think 
sO. 

Fifer smiled at the dragons, trying to look encouraging for their sake. Being 
stuck down here all day and evening had given her the slightest glimpse of 
what the dragons dealt with every day. “We're going to find a way to get you 


all out of here,” she said to them just as Dev reappeared, without the cart this 
time. “I promise.” 

“Good luck with that,” said Dev wearily. He held two trays of food and set 
them roughly on the ground. “Late dinner, early breakfast, whatever you want 
to call it,” he said sarcastically. “Sorry it took me so long. I only had five 
hundred others to get to first.” 

Fifer barely comprehended him. Instead she flashed Seth a wild look. She 
hadn't meant for anyone to hear her. She went over to Dev and laid a hand on 
his shoulder, giving him an earnest look. “Please don’t say anything to anyone.” 

Her musical voice must have contained some amount of magic on its own, 
for Dev softened a bit. But he wouldn’t commit to keeping her secret. “It’s just 
not possible,” he said quietly. “You'll never be able to do it.” He dropped his 
gaze. “Especially with those black eyes. You'll be locked up or sold off soon 
enough. Just like I was.” 

He turned to go, but Fifer grabbed his arm. “Wait. What does that mean?” 

Dev shook his head. “Havent you figured it out yet? You and Thisbe are 
valuable slaves. I brought you here to get a reward because I’m a crummy 
person. It’s not that complicated.” 

Fifer shook her head, numb. She didn’t want to believe him, but it was 
starting to make sense with the way he had acted. “Why would you do that to 
us?” 

Dev sighed, his exasperation masking his feelings of guilt. “Because I do 
what I have to do, okay? And so will you one day. They might let him go,” he 
said, pointing to Seth, “but neither you nor Thisbe will ever be free again. Just. 
Like. Me.” He yanked his arm away from Fifer and muttered, “And soon you'll 
be crummy people too.” 





One Thing aFter Another 


leaving Fifer and Seth speechless, Dev slipped away, out of sight. Fifer wasn’t 
quite sure how to feel. Dev had tricked them and profited from it. Could she 
trust that he was telling the truth about her and Thisbe? Could she trust him 
about anything after what he’d done? More confused than ever, and hungrier 
than ever, Fifer and Seth sat down next to the trays of food before attempting 
to make the dragon wings work. 

“Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Fifer asked. She sniffed at her plate 
and wrinkled her nose before bravely taking a bite. “I mean, he basically said 
he tricked us into having him guide us here so he could collect a reward. If 
that doesn’t make him more evil than good, I don’t know what does.” 

“Tm not sure, but I'm not leaving here without you,” said Seth. “Even if they 
let me go free.” 

“It’s not like you have anywhere to go,” Fifer pointed out. 

“Unless they let a dragon take me home, and then maybe I could get help.” 

“True. You'd have to leave us, then, though.” 

“Oh, yeah. I guess I would.” 

Fifer ate the prison food without really tasting it. She was hungry enough 
to eat sticks, so she didn’t really notice how terrible it was. She broke off a 
hunk of stale bread and nibbled on it while trying not to freak out about their 


circumstances. But she could feel a familiar worry welling up inside her that 
had been all too common lately. She set the bread down. “So what are we 
going to do? Just pretend like we don’t know they’re going to keep Thisbe and 
me hostage?” 

Seth shrugged. 

Fifer stewed about it some more, and then she sat up, suddenly angry. “And 
who cares if our eyes are black! Why does that make us valuable slaves?” 

“No idea. Probably just because it’s so rare.” 

“Well, that’s a really stupid reason.” 

“Shh,” said Seth, looking over his shoulder. But the guards had remained a 
short distance up the ramp and weren’t paying much attention to the two of 
them. It wasn’t like they could escape. 

They finished their meal. Both were exhausted, and they began fretting 
more and more about the situation. “We'll figure something out,” said Seth, 
trying to be brave. “We have to. Once the dragons have the ability to fly again, 
we'll bust out of here—all of us.” His voice pitched higher. “And we'll go back 
to Artimé, and everything will be normal like before.” 

Fifer felt a lump rise to her throat. She nodded, not trusting herself to 
speak. And she caught Hux’s eye. Hux seemed to nod slightly too, as if he 
agreed with the plan. 

“I wish you didn’t have these stupid muzzles so could tell us how to get you 
out of here,” Fifer muttered to the dragons. She pushed her tray away and 
pulled Seth aside. “I’m going to ask the guards a question so I can look for 
where they might keep their keys.” 

Seth raised an eyebrow. “Suit yourself. Though I really don’t think we have 
any way of getting our hands on a set.” 

“At least I'm trying something.” Fifer sniffed and went over to the guards. 
Seth climbed up the makeshift ladder next to Arabis’s stall and looked 
carefully at the dragon’s muzzle, trying to see if he could figure out how to 
take it off. “Does someone come to remove your muzzles so you can eat?” he 
asked her. 

Arabis shook her head as much as she could, then jerked her snout toward 
the ceiling. 

Seth looked up. There was a strange contraption he hadn’t paid attention to 
before. It was a trapdoor with bits of hay sticking out, and a small clock 
attached to the door with wires. Arabis’s clock was set for seven in the 


morning. Seth puzzled over it, then slid along the doors to Yarbeck’s stall and 
checked the trapdoor above her. That clock was set for quarter past seven. 

Seth frowned and continued awkwardly across the stables, checking each of 
the five clocks that were attached to the trapdoors. They were all set fifteen 
minutes apart. 

Then he took a closer look at the muzzles. Those, too, had an unusual wire 
attachment that didn’t seem necessary. Seth couldn't figure it out. 

Soon Fifer returned carrying a pitcher of water, which she apparently had 
asked for as her excuse to check out the soldiers. “I couldn’t find where they 
keep their keys,” she whispered. “I didn’t see them, hear them—nothing. They 
must be inside their jackets.” 

Seth pointed to the trapdoors in the ceiling above the dragons’ heads. 
“Check this out. I think the dragons are fed on a timer system. And somehow 
when their little timer goes off, it signals the muzzle to open far enough so the 
dragons can eat. They’re timed so only one dragon’s mouth is free at a time.” 

The two dragons in earshot nodded profusely, confirming Seth’s guess. 

“Wow,” said Fifer. “Can you make it so the timers all go off at once?” 

“That's exactly what I was planning to try. Do you think you'll have all the 
wing magic done by seven in the morning?” 

Fifer felt a knot form in the pit of her stomach. “Sure, I guess.” She glanced 
out the high window, trying to figure out what time it was. The sky was still 
black, but did she see a faint orange tinge? “Better make that eight, just to be 
safe. Then it'll be nice and light outside too.” 

“You got it,” said Seth. He started to adjust all of the timers for eight 
o'clock, happy to be doing something useful. “Just remember that if the 
soldiers find out we've been messing with the timers, we'll end up in the 
dungeon like Thisbe.” 

Fifer grimaced, but her expression soon cleared. “Speaking of Thisbe, did 
you hear what Dev said? It sounds to me like even though they dragged Thisbe 
up the ramp, we can actually get to her part of the dungeon through that little 
doorway where Dev came out of. He said he started on the other side.” 

“Yeah, I caught that. I don’t think he knew he gave anything away. I wonder 
how he got that bloody nose. I hope Thisbe punched him.” 

Fifer smiled. “I hope we'll be able to ask her soon. When I went to get the 
water, I peeked down that hallway again. It’s lined with guards, one for every 


few prison chambers. I’m not sure they’re going to be too keen on you and me 
just sauntering through there to find her.” 

Seth sighed. “This is so frustrating. It’s like there are always five new 
problems for every solution we come up with.” 

“Yeah.” Fifer took a deep breath, then started climbing into Arabis’s stable. 
“Let’s get to work solving this one first.” 





Stupid Magic 


While Thisbe slept in the dungeon, Fifer wearily recounted to Seth everything 
she knew about what Alex had done with the dragon wings back in Artimé. 
And then she narrowed her eyes and studied the wings, feeling very unsure of 
herself and her ability to do the magic necessary to make the wings come alive. 
It had been Thisbe who'd brought the prison grid to life down in the village. It 
seemed like more of a Thisbe type of spell—beautiful, yet kind of tough and 
big in a theatrical way. Whereas the spells that appealed to Fifer were more 
musical and nature based. Fifer had barely been paying attention, what with 
keeping an eye on the ostrich statue and thinking she’d never have to be the 
one to perform it. “Do you want to try first?” she asked Seth. 

“Me?” Seth looked horrified. “No stinking way. Pll just mess it up. I can 
barely handle scatterclips—the nonlethal kind. Besides, youre the naturally 
magical one here. You're the heir to the throne. Kind of.” 

“Throne of destruction, maybe.” Fifer pursed her lips. She was trying to 
bolster her confidence and talk herself into being able to do it. She muttered 
something unintelligible under her breath, then guided one of Arabis’s wings 
up into the air so she could reach the end of it, and stood up on her back. Seth 
helped Fifer hold the wing steady, and then she closed her eyes and laid her 


hand on the seam where the new part connected. She took an uneven breath, 
and then said, “Alive.” 

The word hung in the air, and Fifer opened one eye to see what had 
happened. 

“Is that it?” asked Seth. “Isn't it supposed to look better now?” 

Fifer gave him the side eye. 

“Different, I mean,” Seth said weakly. 

“It didn’t work.” She stared stonily at what she now realized were hideous- 
looking wings, feeling like a failure. “I... I can’t do it.” 

Seth’s eyes widened. “But you have to.” He thought for a moment. “In 
Samheed’s plays, the hero never gets it right the first time.” 

“That has nothing to do with real life,” said Fifer, who was more upset with 
her failure than she had been with anything in quite some time. “This is much 
harder.” 

“Well,” said Seth, growing frustrated too, “at least try again.” 

“Why? It’s obvious I can’t do it.” 

Seth shook his head slowly. “I don’t think that’s how it works for most 
people.” 

“That’s how it works for me.” And it was true. Fifer and Thisbe hadn't 
experienced failure with learned spells. Granted, their internal magic generally 
came out by accident, and they often surprised themselves when something 
happened. But whenever they actually learned a spell by watching, they almost 
always got it right the first time. It was sneaking around to get the knowledge 
that had been the hard part. “I’m mad at myself for not paying more attention. 
I usually do, but I was distracted. Besides, Thiz was really into this one, and I 
knew she was watching closely. So I figured I didn’t need to. That was stupid.” 
Admitting that was almost as hard as failing. 

“Look,” said Seth, who was accustomed to frequent failure, “you're special 
and all that. Whatever. But normal people fail at magic all the time. You 
should see my class in Warrior Training. We all have to try a few times.” 

‘Tm not like normal people.” 

Seth rolled his eyes. “I really can’t stand you sometimes.” 

Fifer sat up and glared at him. “I can’t stand you, either.” 

“I don’t care! Just try the stupid spell again, will you?” 

Fifer wanted to wring Seth’s neck. Instead she expelled a hot breath and 
went through the motions just to get him off her back. She closed her eyes, 


waited a second, and then said, “Alive.” 

“Of course nothing's going to happen if you do it like that,” said Seth. 

“Then you do it if you know so much.” 

Seth was mad enough to take her up on it. “Fine. Don’t talk to me.” 

“Tm not!” 

“Shh!” Seth closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm 
himself down. His mom often told him that he and Fifer were a lot alike, 
though he personally didn’t see it. But she said that was why he got along with 
Thisbe a little better. And even though he and Fifer got along fine most of the 
time, it was when things became intense that Seth usually backed down for 
the sake of survival. That left him stewing, which made their relationship start 
to unravel. This was definitely not a good time for that to happen. 

He blew out a sharp breath and tried to stop thinking about that. Instead 
he filled his mind with thoughts about wings and flying. He pictured the new, 
hideously ugly wing tip turning beautiful like the rest of the wing as it became 
one with it. He imagined the dragon soaring through the air and gliding over 
the sea near Artime, and thought about how cool it would be if he were the 
one to say, “I did that.” 

I can do this, Seth told himself. I can do this. He kept the calm dragon images 
in mind, and then took in a deep breath. “Alive,” he whispered. 

He opened his eyes. The wing looked exactly the same. 

“I can’t do this,” Seth muttered, and turned his back on Fifer because he 
couldn’t stand seeing the look on her face. “Are you sure that’s the right word?” 

“Oh, I see how it is. Now that you can’t do it either, you think I got the 
word wrong.” Fifer might have laughed if the situation werent so dire. “Hard 
to admit you can’t do it, isn’t it.” 

“I just did admit it! Ugh!” Seth’s face turned dark red as he tried to hold his 
frustration in check. But it was getting harder. He was exhausted and 
uncomfortable, and now he was expected to do a kind of spell even his mother 
had never tried—and she was amazing. He grabbed the stable post and slid 
down it, falling the last few feet onto his bottom on the cold, wet floor. “I’m 
taking a break.” 

Fifer watched him and let out a huff of annoyance. “There’s nowhere to go 
for that,” she said. 

But Seth didn’t care. He walked toward the ramp, at the very least wanting 
to get out of Fifer’s sight for a few minutes. 


The four soldiers nearest him were sitting propped up against the walls, 
asleep, though Seth could hear the murmur of voices around the first turn of 
the ramp. He crept up, sneaking past the sleeping ones, his hands 
automatically going for his vest pockets in case he needed to fight before he 
remembered they were completely empty. He slid along the wall as far as he 
dared, thinking if there were only two soldiers around the bend, maybe he 
could make a break for it and escape. 

Part of him knew he couldn’t do that to Fifer. But he was mad enough now 
to consider it. His nefarious plan was soon cast aside when he could make out 
at least four different voices. 

“They’re cartin’ em to Dragonsmarche in the morning,” said a woman. 
“Gonna sell ‘em. They'll bring a fortune.” 

“Who, the Revinir?” said another. 

“Nah. The king’s not telling the Revinir we got ’em, else they'll be snatched 
away in a hot minute. Keeping it on the down low. It’s the king who's offerin’ 
them up. Word is spreading underground.” 

“I thought the king would want to keep them here,” said a voice sounding 
suspiciously like Dev. He almost seemed disappointed. 

“Nah. The pirates heard word of the auction, and they’re willin’ ta pay a 
shiny ton.” 

“There'll be a biddin’ war for sure,” said a man’s voice. “Mebbe they'll throw 
you in the mix, Dev. The lot of you are worth a fortune!” The man roared with 
laughter, startling the sleeping soldiers. 

Seth jumped back, his heart in his throat, and ran past the waking soldiers 
toward Fifer before they could see how far he’d ventured out of the dungeon. 
But the head soldier was awake in a flash and caught Seth sneaking back. He 
stuck out his leg, tripping the boy. Seth went sprawling hands first and landed 
on his stomach. The head soldier grabbed him by the back of his vest and 
brought him to his feet, then pulled his dagger and held the point to Seth’s 
neck. Seth’s eyes widened. He couldn’t breathe. Dev and the soldiers from 
higher up the ramp came running down to see what the ruckus was. 

“Where’ve you been, boy?” asked the head soldier. His rancid breath was 
hot and moist in Seth’s ear. 


Seth, awash in fear, could feel himself slipping away. 





Expelled 


Don't faint, don’t faint,” Seth whispered under his breath. He hated fainting, 
but he did it sometimes. He wasn’t sure why, and basically he didn’t care—he 
just hated that it happened. This time he was successful in willing it away, and 
slowly his vision returned. 

“Let him go,” said the woman who'd been talking earlier. “I was comin’ 
down to take him out anyway.” 

Seth didn’t dare turn his head to look for Fifer for fear of the dagger slicing 
his neck. The head soldier tightened his grip, and then he shoved the boy to 
the floor. Seth landed hard on his already bruised hands and knees, which 
made them sting horribly. 

“Get up,” said the woman. “You're comin’ with me.” 

Seth pushed himself up to his feet, feeling like he was probably going to be 
killed any second. He started shaking. Take him out? That wasn’t a comforting 
phrase. He fought off the blackness again and stumbled toward the soldier, 
who gripped his arm tighter than a shackle spell. She pulled him up the ramp 
past all the soldiers. Only Dev followed them. 

“Why are you taking him out?” Dev asked. 

“Princess ordered it. Said it wasn’t humane to keep him locked up when he 
ain't got the black eyes, you see.” 


Dev was quiet. He saw, all right. 

Seth chanced a look and saw Dev’s head was down. He was still wearing the 
same rags as he'd worn on their journey. And his nose was still bloody. The 
inner corners of his eyes were puffy and turning black-and-blue. He'd been hit 
hard. Had Dev been up working all night too, like he and Fifer had been? 

Dev glanced at Seth as they went into the entryway and past the spot 
where the bejeweled tigers were tied up. The two boys held each other's gaze 
for a moment. Seth was too scared to try to read Dev’s look. He could only 
plead for help with his own. 

Dev turned away. 

The entry soldier stationed at the controls called for the portcullis to be 
raised and the drawbridge dropped. 

“TIl see to it he finds the proper road,” Dev said. “I've got to go out and get 
caught up on my chores anyway.” 

The woman laughed harshly. “No sleep for you again, I see.” 

“No. Got in a little trouble for sneaking away.” 

“Well, serves you right, letting Princess make you carry out all her whims.” 

“I suppose that’s true,” said Dev. He didn’t regret it. Not much, anyway. 
They came to a stop as the drawbridge landed with a thud on the far side of 
the moat. 

The woman shoved Seth. “Go on, then. You’re free.” 

Seth froze. He told his feet to walk. And his feet wouldn’t listen. 

“Is he stupid?” the woman asked Dev. 

“Only a little. Come on,” Dev said. He pulled Seth by the arm and didn’t let 
go until they were across the moat and on the path leading toward the forest. 

When the drawbridge had gone back up, Dev stopped and faced Seth as 
darts of pink and orange tinged the eastern sky. “You all right now?” he said, 
his voice much softer when he was away from the soldiers. “Have you got a way 
home?” 

“N-no,” Seth answered, still bewildered at the strange turn of events and 
feeling utterly lost and alone. “I—I—I ... ,” he stammered, and looked back at 
the castle. “What's Fifer going to think? That I just left her there?” 

Dev’s face grew hard. “It doesn’t matter now.” 

“Tell her I'm sorry—we had a fight. Will you tell her? And that I didn’t... I 
mean, I'll wait for her and Thisbe. They've got to escape.” He slammed his 
mouth shut, feeling like he said too much to the enemy but hardly being able 


to help it in his current state. He dropped to his haunches and put his head in 
his hands, agonizing over what was just becoming real to him. He was out 
here, Fifer was trapped with the dragons and unable to fix their wings, and 
Thisbe was . . . where? “Where's Thisbe?” Seth demanded, standing up again 
and grabbing Dev’s torn shirt. It tore a little more. 

Dev narrowed his eyes. And then he shrugged as if it didn’t make a 
difference anymore. “There’s no way youll get to her. She’s deep in the 
dungeon. Compartment three thirty-three with Maiven. Not that Thisbe the 
thief will ever thank me for that, but she should. It was my suggestion they put 
her with the old hag. She’s . . . really a decent person.” His eyes flickered with 
pain, and he turned away, touching his bruised nose gingerly. 

At the sound of a rooster crowing in the distance, Dev’s stern demeanor 
returned. “Almost seven already,” he muttered. “I’ve got to go.” He pivoted and 
ran down the gravel road toward the forest. 

Seth’s heart pounded. “Don’t leave me here alone!” 

Dev ignored him and kept going. 

“Tell Fifer what I said!” Seth squeaked, desperate. 

Dev waved, and Seth took that as a sign that he’d tell her, which gave him a 
little bit of comfort. But then Seth realized what Dev had said. Almost seven 
o'clock. The dragon food alarms were set for eight. Would Fifer remember to 
change them back since the dragons still couldn't fly? Did she even know what 
the right times were for each dragon? Would the soldiers be suspicious when 
Arabis’s trapdoor didn’t release in a few minutes? Seth was certain they'd 
notice. 

Helplessness and fear slammed into Seth’s chest. The feeling of being 
utterly, completely overwhelmed was overtaking every other feeling Seth had 
ever had. It started like a pebble in the bottom of his stomach, and it moved 
and rolled and grew, sending out waves of nausea in all directions. They were 
small waves at first, but those grew too, and soon his body was paralyzed by 
them. His throat closed up, and he couldn’t catch his breath. His hands and 
feet went numb, and then his face, and he couldn’t think straight. He sank to 
the dirt, a tiny being in this huge, strange world, gasping for breath as panic 
overtook him. His heart throbbed. Was he going to suffocate? At this point, he 
thought that anything would be better than feeling like this. 

“One breath at a time,” his mother would tell him. “It’s always okay to feel 
scared.” As Seth fell to his side, he tried with all his might to concentrate on 


taking one good breath. He closed his eyes as tears slid out and felt the waves 
of panic pounding him like they werent going to let up. He took a quick 
breath, trying to slow the waves down, and let it out. And then he panted for 
a few seconds and tried another. He stared at the castle, at the row of dungeon 
windows, and began counting them very slowly out loud to help him get his 
breath back. 

Finally, after a few agonizing minutes, Seth’s heart stopped pounding so 
hard. His lungs thawed, and his breathing came easier. And the panic waves 
subsided. He remained on his side for several more minutes, all the strength 
sapped from him. But then he pushed himself heavily to a sitting position, 
knowing he had to pull his thoughts together to try to figure out what to do. 

“The dungeon window,” he muttered. That’s how he’d talk to Fifer. He got 
to his feet and tried to figure out which of the low windows along the base of 
the castle might lead to her. And though he wouldn't be able to cross the moat 
and get close enough to whisper to her through it, at least he could shout 
something and she might hear him. He'd have to risk getting caught to do it, 
but he was willing to try. 

Reimagining the route they'd taken inside the castle to the dungeon, Seth 
began to walk around the outside in the same direction, straining to see if 
there was any particular dungeon window that looked familiar. He had to find 
Fifer before it was too bright out, so he could still make a run for it if he got 
caught. And he had to do it before seven so that Fifer wouldnt get in trouble 
for messing with the timers. If she got sent to that maze of a dungeon like 
Thisbe did, he’d never find her. 

At that moment Seth realized that, somewhat miraculously, he was 
developing a rescue plan all on his own, without Thisbe or Fifer. He wasn’t 
sure if hed ever actually done that before. It made him feel a little more 
grown-up than usual. He picked up his pace and strained his eyes in the dim 
light until he rounded the corner. One of the dungeon windows was lit up. It 
had to be the right one—the rest of the dungeon had been much darker than 
the dragon’s area. 

Seth positioned himself outside it, wishing he could somehow jump across 
the moat so he could talk directly through the window to Fifer. Hed even 
consider swimming, but he had no idea what was in that water, and he wasn’t 
desperate enough to find out. Yet. 


He tried to peer into the window to see if he could catch a glimpse of one 
of the dragons or even Fifer, but he could only see the dungeon wall and the 
flame from the torch that was attached to it. It was amazing the castle didn’t 
burn down with all those torches everywhere. These people needed to figure 
out how to use magic to make light, Seth thought. The wooden stables that 
housed the dragons could go up in flames if a torch got too close. 

Just as Seth leaned over the moat and put his hands by his mouth to guide 
his voice to Fifer, another voice from behind nearly made him face-plant into 
the moat. 

“Now, therrre’s a familiarrr face. I don’t suppose you need a rrride to that 
window?” 





Redoubled Efforts 


By the time Fifer realized what was happening on the ramp, Seth was gone and 
she was alone. She didn’t even have the heart to fight or argue with the 
soldiers, or to ask them what was happening. Instinctively she knew—they 
were letting Seth go free, like Dev had said would happen. She'd climbed up 
and stood on the top of Arabis’s stable wall, leaning over to peer out the 
window, wondering if she could see him. But after a minute she couldn't hang 
on anymore, and she gave up. Now what was she going to do? 

She climbed back down, then sat on the floor under the window and put 
her face in her hands. She was so tired. They'd been awake for more than 
twenty-four hours. Her body was sore from all the climbing. And she was 
alone. What a rare thing that was. If she was ever without Thisbe, even for a 
few minutes, Seth was usually there for her to rely on. Now she had no one but 
herself. And if she was ever going to get out of there, she needed a plan. 

She had to get the wings to work. It didn’t matter how impossible it 
seemed—she was the only one left. She was out of options. Besides, the food 
timers were all set to go off in an hour, and that would release all of the 
dragons from their muzzles at the same time, which meant that Fifer needed 
to figure out how to free them from their stalls by then too, so they could 
escape. Fifer knew she didn’t have much time. And the wings were the most 


important thing. She could only hope now that the soldiers didn’t notice the 
trapdoors weren't opening on schedule . . . but she had a feeling they didn’t 
care all that much to pay attention. 

Wearily she got back up and climbed into Arabis’s stall. She sat on the 
creature’s back for a long moment, running her hand over the soft, silky skin 
and the smooth scales. “We're going to get out of here,” she murmured to the 
dragons. “We have to. As soon as your food drops, be ready to do whatever it 
takes to bust out of here. Even if we have to break down your doors, we're 
going to escape, and we’re going to get Thisbe, and then were going to leave 
this place and never come back.” She sounded more sure than she felt. But she 
wasn't going to cave in to fear now—she needed her twin and their best friend, 
and she wasn’t going to put up with being without them any longer. 

As she sat with Arabis, she went back in her mind to the day Alex had 
brought the wings to life. She tried to remember every detail. He’d put a hand 
on one wing at a time, and then he'd concentrated for a while, and then he 
whispered the spell. It was a single word. “Alive.” Fifer was sure of it. She 
closed her eyes for a moment and rested her weary head against Arabis’s neck. 
She just needed a second to gather her concentration. She melted against the 
dragon, her heavy lids unwilling to open, and sank hard and fast into sleep. 

When Arabis shook her awake a few minutes later, Fifer sat up, dazed. She 
hadn’t meant to drift off, but even those few moments of sleep had done her a 
world of good. She felt refreshed. Ready to tackle the spell. 

“Okay, here we go,” she said to Arabis. “Bring your right wing up if you 
can.” 

Arabis obliged, and Fifer stood on the dragon’s back so she could reach the 
spot she needed. She put her hand over the seam and closed her eyes. She 
imagined the wing the way she wanted it to be—sleek and strong. And all the 
same color wouldn't hurt either, but she wasn’t going to be picky about that. 
She focused on the extended wing and the dragon being able to fly gloriously, 
to be able to go where she wanted to go. To live where and how she wanted to 
live. 

Fifer’s eyes flew open. “Live,” she said. “Not ‘alive’ It’s live!” Seth was right 
after all. She’d had the wrong word. And now he was going to tease her about 
it... if she ever decided to tell him. If she ever saw him again. 

With renewed hope, Fifer closed her eyes and concentrated. She saw Arabis 
in her mind, swooping and soaring, wings outstretched and beautiful and 


having no problems holding the dragon in the air. A little shiver came over 
Fifer, and she knew she was ready. She took in a deliberate breath and let it 
out smoothly, then whispered, “Live.” 

A moment later she opened her eyes. And there, at the tips of her fingers, 
was a new, almost perfect extension of Arabis’s wing. “Yes!” said Fifer, 
pumping her fist. It was ugly and gray, but it was securely attached and looked 
like a real part of the wing. Sort of. “Close enough,” she said proudly. “Arabis, 
we did it. Let’s get your other wing up here.” 

Arabis made an encouraging noise through her clenched jaw and quickly 
brought her other wing up for Fifer to fix. Fifer took her time once again, even 
though she knew she was battling against the clock. But rushing things 
wouldn’t do any good, so she forced herself to do it properly. 

Once Arabis’s wings were done, Fifer jumped up onto the wall and climbed 
into the next stable to fix Yarbeck’s wings. When she was in the middle of 
that, she heard a familiar sound. “Pssst!” 

Fifer turned sharply, looking first toward the small hallway to the dungeon, 
but realized the sound wasn’t coming from there. She looked all around and 
then finally up and to the outside wall where the little barred window was. 
Seth’s face peered down at her. He waved. 

Fifer’s eyes widened as she saw another face push Seth’s out of the way. 
“Simber!” she whispered. She felt like crying. “You came!” 

“Don’t worrry. We’rrre going to get you out of therrre,” said Simber, and 
the sound of his voice took away every fear Fifer had been carrying for the 
past many days. But Simber continued with concern. “It’s going to be verrry 
difficult, though. And we may have to leave the drrragons behind forrr now.” 

“But—no! I’ve figured it out,” Fifer whispered. “I've got Arabis’s wings done, 
and I’m about to start working on Yarbeck’s. Their muzzles will be loose at 
eight, right, Seth?” 

“Yes,” said Seth. “Nobody’s caught on yet that Arabis’s food didn’t drop at 
seven?” 

Fifer shook her head. “They don’t even come over here. I don’t think they 
care about them at all.” Her lip trembled, and she reached down to hug 
Yarbeck’s neck. “But we care. And we can do this.” She hesitated, and then 
looked at Simber again. “Did you come alone?” 

Seth had been so overwhelmed to see the cheetah that he’d forgotten to ask 
the same question. The two children looked at him expectantly. 


“No. Thatcherrr and Carrrina came with me.” 

Seth sucked in a breath. “My mom is here?” He’d never been more excited 
to see his mother. He didn’t even care if she was mad at him. She would help 
take out the enemy—she was amazing. He looked around and toward the 
woods, in case they were hiding out. “Where are they?” 

“Well,” said Simber slowly, “that’s one of the difficult parrres of this 
rrrescue that I was telling you about. Because they’rrre capturrred too.” 





A Major Change oF Plans 


Simber explained what had happened with Carina and Thatcher as quickly as 
he could, but there was no time for details now. Then he and Seth told Fifer 
that the two of them were planning to storm into the castle right at eight, at 
the same time the dragons’ muzzles unlatched. They'd help free the dragons, 
then go through the dungeon to find Thisbe, Carina, and Thatcher. Then all 
the dragons and Artiméans would meet outside on top of the castle to figure 
out how to secure the necessities like food and water for the long journey 
home together. 

It sounded like a nice, easy plan—if you actually knew how to get past all 
the soldiers to free the dragons and unshackle prisoners in a dungeon maze. 
And if Simber actually knew how to open the portcullis and the drawbridge. 
Fifer didn’t ask too many questions. 

They soon parted to begin putting the plan in place. Fifer continued 
magically fixing the dragon wings, finishing Yarbeck the purple and gold, Ivis 
the green, and her old friend Hux the ice blue. 

With only a few minutes to spare, Fifer came to Drock the dark purple at 
the end of the line. He remained the most temperamental of the bunch, and 
she really needed him to cooperate. “Okay, Drock, we need to hurry a little,” 


she said, which wasn’t the best suggestion to make to a dragon like Drock. “Lift 
your wing up here, nice and high.” 

Drock, who was anxiously anticipating his one measly meal of the day, 
didn’t want to do anything of the sort. The girl had been climbing all over him 
and the others for hours, and he was getting tired of it. Plus, he didn’t like the 
sock things they’d stuck on his wings, and he tried to scrape them off. One of 
them was barely hanging on by a couple of scatterclips. 

“What have you done?” Fifer asked, dismayed. She was growing desperate. 
“Please, Drock, I need your help. I can’t lift your wing by myself. This magic 
will make you fly again. And we're going to get you out of here—we’re all 
going to escape. Okay? Can you lift your wing for me? Please?” 

Drock wouldn’t do it. Hux made a loud noise from the next stall over, 
trying to cajole his brother into doing it, but that didn’t work either. 

The clock was ticking. Simber and Seth would be storming through here 
any second. If she didn’t do her part of the job, it could end in disaster. Fifer 
reached down and tried yanking the wing up. She struggled and tugged again. 
Drock squealed and bucked her off his back. She went sailing out of the stall 
and landed on the floor, the breath knocked out of her. 

Just then, the woman soldier who'd escorted Seth out of the castle came 
into the dragon area with the head soldier. They picked up Fifer by the 
armpits and started dragging her away. “Time for you to go to market,” said 
the woman with a laugh. “Dragonsmarche, here we come.” 

Fifer barely had any struggle left in her, but she reached down deep. She 
kicked and wriggled and shouted, but she was no match for the adults. 

A second after Fifer was dragged away, all five of the trapdoors over the 
dragons’ heads dropped down. A huge pile of food fell into each stall. The 
distinct clicks of five muzzles being released could be heard . . . but only the 
dragons were there to hear it. They looked at one another in stunned silence. 
Theoretically, four of the five of them could fly again. Their muzzles were loose 
for fifteen minutes, all at the same time. They knew the plan. But with Drock 
stuck with his old wings and Fifer carried off, they had no idea what they were 
supposed to do now. 





To the Rescue 


Ac the same time Fifer was struggling and trying to catch her breath so she 
could yell for help, two different soldiers deep inside the dungeon grabbed 
Thisbe, who was sound asleep. They unshackled her and dragged her off. 
“Thatcher!” she yelled. “Carina! Maiven! Help!” 

Her voice woke her friends, but there was nothing they could do. “We'll 
find you!” Carina shouted. “Stay strong!” She cursed under her breath. 

“Maybe Simber will see what happens to her,” said Thatcher. 

“I hope so.” Carina yanked at her chains, but it did her no good. 

Thisbe punched and kicked and yelled the whole way through the dungeon 
maze, whenever she could get a limb free. As the soldiers pulled her up the 
staircase on one side of the castle, Fifer’s soldiers were dragging her up the 
ramp on the other. Someone ordered the portcullis to be raised and the 
drawbridge lowered. The two parties reached the vast entryway at nearly the 
same time, but the girls were too busy trying to fight to do much more than 
acknowledge the presence of one another. They went past the glorious tigers 
and the lines of soldiers that started to multiply, and turned toward the castle 
entrance. 

The portcullis was up by now, but they had to wait for the drawbridge to 


descend. As it began to drop, a monstrous noise erupted in the entryway. 


Splinters of wood went flying everywhere. People scattered. Both Thisbe and 
Fifer stopped struggling for a moment to see what was going on. Then they 
caught sight of their beloved Simber, who had crashed through the drawbridge 
with Seth safely protected inside his mouth. The beast was flying high above 
their heads. 

The soldiers shoved the girls to the walls to contain them and keep them 
away from the strange flying creature. But Fifer still had a chance to shout, 
“Seth! Fix Drock’s wings! The word is ‘live’! Hurry!” 

Seth stared down at the growing mayhem, looking all around, but he 
couldnt find Fifer in the chaotic sea of green coats. “Okay!” he shouted back, 
but he knew there was no way he could do such a remarkable thing. He wasn’t 
capable. 

Now that they were through the drawbridge, Seth climbed out of Simber’s 
mouth and pulled himself up onto the cheetah’s head, then slid down his neck 
and hung on. 

“Do you see them?” Simber demanded, now that he could speak. “Wherrre 
arrre they?” 

But the girls had soldiers hovering over them, keeping them hidden from 
view as they moved toward the exit. When Simber continued flying farther 
inside the ornate castle entrance, the soldiers began herding the girls across 
the splintered drawbridge, avoiding the huge hole. 

Simber flew onward, with Seth directing the mission. “We don’t have time 
to search for the girls right now,” he said anxiously. “We need to keep going to 
the dungeon while we still can.” Seth was nearly as eager to rescue his mother 
as he was his two best friends, but he had other matters to attend to first. “The 
dragons’ muzzles are only loose for fifteen minutes, and now I've got to figure 
out how to fix a pair of wings, too. Go that way,” he said, pointing to the right. 
“Down the ramp!” 

The walls of the ramp were wide enough for Simber, but the turns were too 
sharp for him to fly down it. So he landed and began running and skidding 
around the corners. Seth hung on to the cheetah’s neck, his backside bouncing 
around on Simber’s back. They mowed down the first wave of guards, then the 
head guard and his three fellow soldiers. Finally they skidded to a halt in the 
dragons’ dungeon area. 

The dragons, except for Hux, reared up in surprise, for it had been quite a 
long time since they'd seen anything like Simber. 


“That was easy enough,” said Simber, who had no problem trampling 
anyone who got in his way. He stood guard while Seth slid off his back to the 
floor. 

“There are a lot more soldiers in the dungeon,” Seth warned. His legs felt 
wobbly from the bumpy ride, but he didn’t have time to dwell on that. He 
quickly climbed up the stable wall near Drock and assessed the situation. 

The muzzles were loose. The timers said it was ten minutes past eight. They 
had five minutes before the muzzles would snap tight around the dragons’ 
mouths again. And from the looks of everything, only Drock needed magic to 
make his wings work. 

Seth knew what he had to do. But he also knew what Simber had to do. 

“Simber,” said Seth, sounding quite authoritative in spite of how timid he 
felt, “I need you to get these stall doors open right now. We only have a few 
minutes before the muzzles click tight again.” 

“Why don’t you take the muzzles off them?” asked Simber. “Now that 
they’rrre loose, isn’t therrre a way to do that?” 

Seth stared at Simber, remembering when they’d returned with Hux and 
how the soldiers had put the muzzle back on him. “Why didn’t I think of 
that?” He scooted over to the stall door and perched on it, then took Arabis’s 
head in his hands. “Tm sorry if I hurt you. Please don’t burn me up. I’m going 
to get this thing off you.” 

“There’s a lever on the right side of my mouth,” said Arabis carefully, who 
could talk a little now that the muzzle was loose. “It has two catches.” She 
snaked her ropelike tail up to her face and pointed them out. Her tail was too 
thick to wrap around the muzzle and yank it off herself. 

“I see them,” said Seth. He messed around with it, trying this way and that 
to make the muzzle unhitch. Finally he got the first catch loose, and the 
second one gave way shortly after. The muzzle fell open. Seth removed it and 
let it fall. 

“Whew,” he said under his breath. He moved to the next dragon, sweat 
pouring from him now. Three minutes left. Meanwhile Simber started 
slamming his head like a battering ram into Arabis’s stable door, splintering it. 
Then he reared up on his haunches and began ripping pieces off so Arabis 
could get loose. In between, he roared and chased soldiers who came running 
to see what was happening. None of them was curious enough to stick around. 


Luckily for Seth, having learned from the first muzzle, Yarbeck’s came off a 
little faster. And Ivis’s a little faster than that. Seth teetered off balance and 
nearly fell as he went from Yarbeck’s stall to Hux’s. Hux, who'd been watching 
what Seth was doing, had been able to use the very tip of his tail like a finger 
and nearly had the first latch of his muzzle undone already. 

Seth’s fingers shook as he unhooked the second latch and pulled the 
restraint off, and now Hux’s head was free. With less than a minute left, Seth 
dove for Drock’s stable. The dragon startled and reared back, even though he 
knew Seth was coming his way. Seth lost his balance and fell to the ground on 
top of the feed. With a groan, he rolled over and climbed up the stable wall 
once more. He tried to control the temperamental one’s head so he could 
unlatch the muzzle. 

“Come on, Drock!” Seth said, growing desperate. “If we don’t get this 
muzzle off, you'll be stuck here. Look—Arabis is free!” 

But the combination of Seth yelling in his face and Simber slamming his 
head against Yarbeck’s door was too much stimulation for the young dragon. 
Drock wiggled and snorted, nearly yanking Seth off balance again. Arabis 
stuck her head in Drock’s stable and spoke to him in what Seth remembered as 
the real dragon language, the language Pan had used with Hux when they had 
reunited. 

“Thirty seconds left,” Seth muttered. Sweat flooded his eyes, blinding him. 
He wiped them with his sleeve. 

Drock was settling down. Quickly Arabis nodded at Seth and kept her 
head close by. Seth moved in once more and swiftly unhooked the first latch. 
And then, at last, he released the second. As he ripped the contraption off 
Drock’s head, he could hear the distinct sound of the five muzzles slamming 
together tightly, all at once. 

Seth nearly collapsed from the stress of it all and the racket Simber was 
making. But the rescue was far from over. 

Yarbeck and Ivis were free from their stables now too, and suddenly there 
was no room outside the stables for Simber to tear down the last two doors. 
“Keep moving,” Seth said to the three free ones. He climbed down the outside 
of Drock’s stable to give some instructions. “Go up the ramp and torch the 
crud out of any soldier who comes this way.” 

“You know we can’t do that,” Arabis reminded Seth. 


Seth blew out a breath and waited for Simber to stop pounding. He'd 
forgotten about the dragon code, of course. “Well, torch the bad ones and just 
pretend like you're going to torch the good ones—they’ll run away.” 

Arabis seemed amenable to that. 

“Okay, great. I'll holler when the other two are free, and I want all five of 
you to stick together and get out of here. Take for the skies above the castle. 
We'll meet you there, and we'll all fly home together. You hear me? Drock, do 
you understand?” 

“Yes,” said Drock. Now that his muzzle was off, he seemed a bit calmer. 

The three females all moved up the ramp and out of the way. Then Simber 
started slamming his head into Hux’s stable door. 

Hux was very smart and a fast learner, so once Simber had used his stone 
noggin to split the wood, Hux put the weight of his shoulder into pressing 
against it, helping Simber to tear off giant planks of it. 

“Try to hurry,” Seth muttered. He stood aside, and now and then he could 
hear a lot of yelling coming from inside the dungeon. And then he jolted back 
to reality. In all the intensity of getting the muzzles off, he’d forgotten about 
Drock’s wings. “Oh crud,” he said. How was he supposed to do that? The pit of 
fear and panic began inside him and started to grow again. 

He pushed it back. And for the millionth time that day, he began climbing 
into the stable. Feeling defeated before he even began, and knowing he wasn’t 
capable of this kind of magic, he settled on the wall and looked at Drock. 
They'd had a rough time of it so far, these two. But Seth was bound and 
determined to get these dragons out of there. It almost felt like a test. Was he 
good enough to be here? To be doing this? Or was he really only good for 
doing the grunt work, like Thisbe and Fifer had told Pan? He frowned and 
tried to push the doubts away so he could concentrate. 

“Drock, listen,” he said softly, even though the noise around him was 
ferocious. Drock’s ears twitched, and Seth continued. “If we don’t fix your 
wings, you won't be able to escape with the others. You'll be stuck here. And 
that might ruin everything, because I have a feeling that the reason all of you 
haven’t escaped in the past is because youd always have to leave someone 
behind. You're loyal, and that’s really admirable. I like that a lot.” 

Drock faced forward but stayed still, and Seth could tell he was listening. 
He went on, trying to keep his voice calm like Arabis had done, but knowing 


he had to be firm. Kind of like his mom. He could definitely channel his mom 
here. 

Feeling a little more confident, he rested his hand on Drock’s neck. The 
dragon arched but settled again, and Seth spoke. “If you want to get out of 
here, and if you don’t want to ruin your brother and sisters’ chance at freedom, 
I'm going to need you to bring your wings up here one at a time. I'll be 
checking to make sure the new pieces are still attached, because they’re 
looking a little rough. And then, once everything is in order, I’m going to rest 
my hand on the seam of the new part. And ... and I’m going to concentrate, 
and whisper a spell, and it might take a few minutes. And it might take a few 
tries. But, Drock, I promise you, once we're done... youre going to fly again. 
And we're all going to get out of here. Together.” 

Drock didn’t buck or kick or rear back. He didn’t do a full-body shudder or 
slam against the stable wall trying to knock Seth off. He stood, breathing 
hard, trembling a little. 

Seth watched him. And then suddenly it dawned on him that what Drock 
was going through was a bit like what Seth had gone through earlier. The 
dragon was overwhelmed and panicking. And Seth understood completely. 
“It’s going to be all right,” he soothed. “Just take one breath at a time. It’s okay 
to feel scared.” 

Drock blinked a few times and, despite Simber slamming his head against 
his stable door, kept the flinching to a minimum. After a moment he lifted the 
wing closest to Seth and held it in the air. 

“Great job.” Seth moved his hand off Drock’s neck and gently slid along the 
top of the stable wall to reach for the wing. The new piece was barely hanging 
on. Seth did his best to stay calm and repair it as Simber battered Drock’s 
door into submission. 

From up the ramp, they could hear the sound of marching feet—apparently 
the soldiers had organized and were preparing to fight Arabis. Seth knew he 
didn’t have much time. 

“Tm going to climb on your back now, Drock,” said Seth. “Is that okay?” 

Drock nodded, still trembling. Seth moved carefully onto the dragon's 
back, draped the first wing over the side of the stable, then moved to repair 
the second wing. It, too, was falling apart, but Seth adjusted the wiry 
scatterclips the best he could. As Simber ripped the last of the door away, Seth 


sat motionless on Drock’s back, almost going into a trancelike state of 
concentration. 

“Stay still now,” said Seth, rising up to his feet and balancing. Drock shook 
a little and breathed hard, but even though his stable door was gone and his 
head was free from the muzzle, he remained as motionless as he could. 

Seth reached up for the first wing, remembering what Fifer had shouted to 
him. He pressed one hand gently on the seam. Then he closed his eyes, putting 
his full trust in the dragon and trying to ignore the chaos that was going on 
outside the room. He pictured the dark purple dragon flying free, his wings 
sleek and strong. He thought about the care and love he and Fifer had put into 
the wings, and how, because of that, they were beautiful. 

He breathed deeply, feeling a strange calmness come over him like he'd 
never felt before. The noise around him was drowned out by the peacefulness 
inside him. 

When he was ready, he whispered, “Live.” 





Taking Flight 


Saber tried not to distract Seth. He understood the difficulty of bringing a 
nonliving thing to life. After all, he’d had his own traumatic experiences with 
that. But while Seth was seemingly taking a nap on Drock’s back, the surprise 
attack was quickly becoming a non-surprise. The soldiers had organized and 
were threatening the dragons. And Simber still had to rescue Carina and 
Thatcher, but he needed Seth to tell him how to find them—besides, he 
couldmt leave Seth here alone. They had to stick together or risk the boy 
getting captured. 

So Simber paced in the open area outside the stables, wishing for Seth to 
hurry up. 

When Seth opened his eyes, he was silent for a long moment. He examined 
the wing, and then looked closer. The new piece had melded to the old, and it 
looked like an actual dragon wing instead of burlap and flower petals. Seth’s 
heart surged. “I did it,” he whispered. He whirled around. “I did it!” he shouted 
to Simber. Drock started and almost bucked Seth off. 

“Good,” said Simber. “Hurrry up with the otherrr one orrr we'll neverrr get 
out of herrre.” 

“Oh, right!” said Seth, softer. He turned quickly but carefully, letting Drock 


know at every move what he was doing. He reached for the second wing and 


concentrated, imagining Drock flying, until he felt the same sense of calmness 
he’d felt before. And then, as if he’d done it a hundred times, said, “Live.” 

The second wing extension came alive, just like the first one had. 

“Well done, Drock!” Seth said, throwing himself at the dragon’s neck. “It’s 
over. You did it! Now go join your siblings and don’t get caught.” 

The dragon needed no urging. He burst out of the stall, knocking Seth to 
the floor one last time. 

Seth scrambled to his feet. “Dragons, go!” he shouted. “Tell them, Simber.” 

Simber let out a bellow that rose above the din, commanding the dragons 
to take flight and escape from the castle by any means necessary. And within a 
moment, Drock had made his way up the ramp behind the others, bits of fiery 
breath filling the air around his mouth. He was ready to fight for freedom. 

Seth, exhausted, limped to Simber’s side. The cheetah helped him up on his 
back. “Let’s find yourrr motherrr,” said Simber. “Wherrre do we go?” 

“Down that hallway,” said Seth. “Watch out. There are guards all along it.” 

Simber approached the passageway and eyed the narrow space. “I can’t fit 
thrrrough therrre,” he said. “Is therrre anotherrr way?” 

“I think so, but I have no idea where it is, or if it’s any wider than this.” 
Seth’s heart sank. “We have to get to them. Please don’t make me go alone. 
Please, Simber. |... I can’t do it. ’m so tired. There are hundreds of soldiers, 
and they'll kill me for sure.” 

“Therrre,” said Simber, a rare hint of sympathy for the exhausted boy 
coming through in his voice. “Of courrrse I wouldn't send you in alone. We'll 
go togetherrr. Make yourrrself as small as you can on my back, and coverrr 
yourrr face and head. We’rrre going in. Just stay on my back, keep yourrr 
arrrms and legs close to my body, and don’t worrry about fighting.” 

Seth had no idea what Simber was planning, but he didn’t question the cat. 
He leaned forward against Simber’s neck and covered his head with one arm 
while hanging on tightly with the other. “I’m ready,” he said. 

Simber needed no urging. He stepped back to create the longest runway he 
could make, and then sprang forward and ran at the too-narrow doorway, 
wings folded, muscles rippling under his sandstone skin. “Hold on!” he 
growled, and slammed through the hallway, his broad shoulders hitting on 
either side. He burrowed a new, larger hallway as he plowed along. Sparks flew 
as stone scraped stone, Simber’s magical body, fortified by preserve spells, 
winning out on almost all counts. 


Seth wasn’t an eyewitness to any of it. He kept his head down and hoped 
not to die now, after all he’d accomplished. It was a rough ride. Thousands of 
tiny stones pelted his back and neck and buried themselves in his hair. Soon 
his body was covered in a film of dust. Occasionally soldiers went flying up 
and over Simber’s wing as he took them out along the way. 

Seth surfaced for a moment. “I don’t know which cell they'll be in!” he 
shouted, his voice jiggling. “But Dev told me that Thisbe was in three thirty- 
three, so there are hundreds of them. She was really deep inside, nearer to the 
other exit, I think.” He didn’t know if it would help them find his mother and 
Thatcher, but it couldn’t hurt. 

“Don’t worrry,” said Simber. “I'll be able to find them.” 

Seth sank down in relief. It was amazing to have Simber here. And it was 
wonderful not to be in charge of anything once again. He liked it this way far 
better. 


While Simber and Seth were forging a new, larger hallway in the dungeon, the 
five dragon siblings, with Arabis leading, reached the top of the ramp. They 
headed for the exit, dodging the soldiers’ projectile weapons the best they 
could. The first four dragons stayed diligent to their code of only harming 
those who were more than 50 percent evil. But Drock wasn’t much of a rule 
follower, and he torched anyone who got in his way. 

As soon as the ceiling opened up in the grand entryway, the dragons took 
flight, a bit cautiously at first. But the new wings worked moderately well 
from the first flap, even if they weren’t much to look at. Arabis continued to 
lead the way, soaring up and toward the drawbridge. And then she faltered in 
the air and swooped around, making a circle at the ceiling. Because there was 
just one problem. 

The portcullis was back down and the drawbridge was up. And though the 
drawbridge had an ample hole in it the size of Simber, which the dragons 
could probably squeeze through, the iron bars of the portcullis stood between 
them. There was no way out unless someone opened the portcullis for them. 
All they could do was circle in the vast castle entry, dodging spears and arrows 
and whatever else the soldiers and guards were throwing or shooting at them, 
and hope that the barriers would open. But there was little chance of that. 
Only a member of the royal family or the entry guard himself could command 
it to be done. The dragons were trapped. 


As they flew around, they knew eventually they’d have to come back down 
and face the wrath of the king, and perhaps even the Revinir. Things were 
looking terribly grim. 


»»>« « 


Near the area where the tigers were chained, Dev pushed through the crowd, 
dropping the load of firewood he'd just gathered. He searched the entry, 
knowing he had only one job when chaos came into the castle—to find and 
protect the princess. He scanned the area, trying not to get trampled by the 
king’s soldiers, and ran toward the tigers, where he thought Shanti might be. 

“Shanti,” he called, forgetting formality under the circumstances. “Shanti!” 
Not finding her, he ran through the entryway, glancing in awe at the loose 
dragons above his head and wondering how Fifer and Seth had managed to 
free them, before refocusing. “Shanti!” He dashed through the legion of 
soldiers, ducking when necessary to avoid getting clobbered, and headed 
toward the perimeter of the room where the crowd was thinner. 

“Tm here!” cried Princess Shanti from the west wing of the entrance. She 
gripped the wall and flung her garment train up over one shoulder to keep 
from tripping, and headed toward the tigers. 

Dev breathed a sigh of relief. If something happened to Shanti, he’d be 
responsible. He weaved toward her, getting shoved and slammed into along 
the way. Finally he reached her. 

Shanti was more than a princess to Dev—more than someone to boss him 
around. She was his only friend. “There you are,” he said with relief. “What 
happened? I went outside to get firewood for your dressing room, and came 
back to this mess.” 

Shanti gave him a sly grin as she pushed her way to the tigers, who were 
yanking against their chains in angst. Dev followed. “Finally some excitement 
in the castle,” she said lightly. “It’s about time. It’s been ghastly boring around 
here.” She looked up at the dragons. “I see the magicians got the job done 
before being dragged off to market. Nice work bringing them here. Did you 
find your reward?” 

“Yes.” Dev looked at the dragons and pressed his lips into a thin line. The 
gold had been on his cot as promised. That small nugget was worth more than 


all his possessions put together. More money than he'd ever had in his life, 
which admittedly wasn’t much. “So... the magicians are gone, then?” 

“I would imagine so, by now,” said Shanti. “Dragonsmarche opens early, and 
they expect quite a lot of bidding for the black-eyed ones.” She said it 
callously, then added, “I told the soldiers to let the boy go, though. Father 
won't care—he’s not worth anything.” 

“Yes, so I heard.” Dev frowned and pointed to the dragons. “How did they 
get loose?” 

“Not my problem,” said Shanti. “But I’m glad they’re out, at least for a little 
while. I couldn’t stand seeing them muzzled like they were. It’s not humane.” 
She petted the chained-up tiger nearest her. 

“I guess not.” Dev agreed wholeheartedly with her. He also thought it was 
terrible that she kept her pet tigers chained up all the time, with all those 
glitzy cloaks and jewels layered on them, but he wasn’t supposed to have an 
opinion. “I ought to get you out of here, you know,” he said. “Before you get 
hurt.” 

“I won't get hurt,” she scoffed. “Besides, it’s such fun watching.” 

“True.” Dev stifled a yawn. He'd been up all night doing punishment chores 
except for a few short naps when no one was looking, and all he really wanted 
was to go to bed. But he knew the princess well, and he knew she wasn’t about 
to be whisked into hiding just to give him a chance to sleep. So he summoned 
up renewed vigor and tried to appear as eager as possible to entertain her. In a 
low voice, he said, “I suppose there’s a way we could cause a bit more of a 
ruckus before it’s over, if Your Highness is interested.” 

Shanti looked sideways at Dev, and a smile played at her lips. “Is there?” 

Dev nodded solemnly. “This dangerous situation may require me to take 
you out of here on the tigers’ backs. If you call for the drawbridge to be let 
down for our escape, well, who knows what else could happen?” He glanced 
up at the dragons, and then he looked at Shanti. A tremor of fear flitted 
through him. Had he read her wishes right? Or had he gone too far? 

Thankfully, Shanti was a rebellious princess, and she seemed to appreciate 
the way Dev was always coming up with ways to amuse her. Sometimes she 
even treated him like a friend instead of her servant. Dev lived for those 
moments. 

Before she could answer, a skirmish among the soldiers broke out not far 
away. The two of them ducked as fists and weapons began to fly. “We'd better 


get out of here,” Shanti said, trying to hide her delight. She turned and 
addressed the guard who controlled the portcullis and drawbridge. “Open the 
gates,” she commanded. 

The entry guard seemed startled, but he complied. As the portcullis went 
up and the drawbridge was lowered, Princess Shanti and Dev untethered the 
tigers and climbed on. A moment later, they were off, racing through the 
entryway that was now littered with weapons and injured soldiers. “I’m going 
to be in so much trouble,” said the princess with glee. 

“And TIl be in even more,” said Dev grimly, who would take the physical 
punishment for both of them. But perhaps giving the dragons a chance to 
escape would help atone for the guilt he felt in tricking the twins. The gold sat 
like a painful lump in his pocket. 

As they reached the drawbridge, Dev whistled sharply to get the dragons’ 
attention and pointed out the opening escape hatch. The dragons roared and 
dove for the exit, dodging spears and swords, spewing fire from their mouths 
with reckless abandon, caring only about their freedom now—they would have 
it no matter the cost, no matter the code. Soon the five dragons were soaring 
outside over the moat, free for the first time in many years. 

Back in the dungeon, things weren't going quite so well. 





Seth Rides Again 


Cimber and Seth continued plowing their way through the catacomb-like 
dungeon full of prisoners. But it didn’t take long before the constant vibration 
from Simber’s shoulders and wings digging trenches in the walls began to 
affect Seth. First his hands and legs grew numb from it. Then the rest of his 
body. 

“I—I—I ca-a-a-n’t fe-e-e-] my finger-r-r-s!” he said, keeping his head down 
as more and more bits of rock poured on him. “O-r-r-r my ar-r-rms!” He 
couldn’t tell if he was holding on tightly to Simber’s neck or if he was even 
gripping the beast at all. 

“Hold on the best you can!” Simber told him. 

The stone cheetah wasn’t worried about getting tired, for that almost never 
happened with Artime’s living statues—except for Kitten, of course, who 
could sleep through an entire war. Simber didn’t need to rest. However, he was 
starting to get worried about chipping or falling apart. He wasn’t sure if his 
shoulder joints or wing tips were holding up or wearing away. It wouldn’t be 
good at all if they were disintegrating. And his wings had never been so 
important as they were now, stuck in a different world where flight was the 
only way to get home. But there was no other option except for him to 
continue. 


A valiant soldier stood fast in front of Simber, holding a spear pointed at 
the cheetah’s eye. Simber ducked and plowed into him. The soldier and his 
spear flew up in the air and landed hard in the path of dust and rubble Simber 
left behind him. One by one Simber clobbered all the men and women who 
stood in his way. They didn’t have a chance. 

But Simber was worried about Seth. He knew the boy must have been 
through a lot already, and this trek wasn’t easy. But there was no way to make 
it better for him. They had to stay together to get to Carina and Thatcher, 
then escape the castle and find the twin girls. Nothing would stand in 
Simber’s way. Alex was counting on him, and he would never let the head 
mage of Artimé down. He couldn't manage a glance behind him, but he could 
tell by instinct that at least some of the guards he’d knocked down were back 
up again and following him. He moved faster. 

Seth hung on as well as he could until Simber took a sharp turn. The boy’s 
numb fingers could hold on no longer, and before he knew it, he was sliding 
off Simber’s back and landing facedown on the dungeon floor. A flurry of dust 
and dirt flew into his face and down his throat, so he could barely choke out, 
“Simber!” 

The winged creature realized a moment later that he’d lost his rider, but of 
course in the narrow hallway he couldn't turn around. He stopped 
momentarily, then started backing up awkwardly—something he'd never quite 
mastered the art of. 

Quickly Seth sat up, coughing and choking. From the dust behind them, 
soldiers’ shadowy figures grew larger. Seth reached for his vest pockets, 
remembered how empty they were, and found them still empty. He scrambled 
to his feet and tried to run, but he slipped on the gravel. On one knee, with 
soldiers fast approaching and Simber still several yards in front of him, Seth 
tried a new spell for the second time that day. 

“Glass!” he shouted, barely getting the word out in a fit of coughing. He 
pointed in the direction of the soldiers. Nothing happened, and soon they 
were coming out of the dust and reaching for him. “Glass!” Seth repeated as he 
tried to run again. 

This time a sheet of glass appeared between him and the soldiers, cutting 
them off. They slammed into it. The last thing Seth saw was four faces pressing 
against it before he turned and vaulted onto Simber’s back once more. 


“Feel frrree to do that spell a few morrre times,” Simber remarked as they 
were on their way again. He sniffed, trying to find the familiar scents of 
Thatcher and Carina. 

“I didn’t know I could do that,” said Seth with newfound energy despite his 
growing list of aches and pains. 

Simber burrowed through more hallways, with Seth hanging on and 
occasionally throwing more glass spells. Sometimes they worked, sometimes 
they didn’t. But if there was one thing Seth had learned that day, it was not to 
give up when something didn’t work. 

Finally Simber slowed and turned down a hallway. He sampled the air. 
Then, with a loud roar, he charged forward. Familiar voices rose up in 
response, guiding Simber down the right path until they came to the correct 
cell. Simber screeched to a halt. Seth vaulted up and over Simber’s head into 
the chamber where Carina and Thatcher were imprisoned. He landed 
awkwardly, then righted himself and ran straight to his mother. He wrapped 
his arms around her neck. “Mom!” 

Tears flowed down Carina’s cheeks, and she struggled against the chains, 
trying and failing to hug her son. 

“Tm really sorry,” Seth said. 

She was shaking. It made him feel even worse. 

Carina closed her eyes against the tears and couldn’t respond. Meanwhile 
Simber pressed his shoulders into the walls on either side of the opening, 
breaking through those too so he could fit inside the chamber. Once through, 
he reached Thatcher and wasted no time chomping on the chains that were 
attached to his wrists and ankles, leaving the cuffs attached for now—they’d 
worry about those later. 

“Was Thisbe in herrre with you?” asked Simber. “Herrr scent lingerrrs.” 

“She was next door,” said Thatcher. He eased his sore body to a standing 
position, then gently guided Seth aside so Simber could chomp off Carina’s 
chains. “Come on, Seth—let’s stop these soldiers from reaching us. We don’t 
have time to waste on them now. Where are the girls?” 

Seth explained what they knew as he and Thatcher climbed over Simber 
into the hallway. Carefully they looked this way and that, throwing glass spells 
down the hallways around them so that they could reorganize without any 
soldiers attacking. 


Seth climbed onto Simber’s back so he’d be ready to go once Carina was 
freed. As Simber finished destroying the chains and got himself turned around 
in the tight space, Thatcher poked his head into Thisbe’s old cell. He knew 
whoever had been in there with her had helped her. 

“Thank you,” said Thatcher, peering into the darkness. 

“You're welcome.” Maiver’s old voice trembled. “Tell Miss Thisbe I enjoyed 
her company. I won't forget her.” 

Thatcher wrung his hands. Should they try to rescue the woman, too? If 
they did, would she even survive trying to exit as Simber barreled through the 
hallways? Could she move quickly? Did she have a place to go? And if she took 
a spot on Simber’s back, would there be enough room for the twins? 

The old woman settled his mind for him. “Go now. Quickly. That precious 
girl’s life is in your hands.” 

Thatcher ran in, gave the old woman a hug and a kiss on her wrinkled 
cheek. “We won't forget you, either,” he whispered. He ran back out and 
hopped onto Simber’s back behind Seth and Carina. 

Leaving Maiven Taveer behind, they were off. 





Making Their Escape 


Stay low!” shouted Simber. “Keep your heads down!” The stone cheetah crashed 
through the first of the many glass barriers Seth and Thatcher had put up. He 
decided the best way to get out of the maze of the dungeon was to go back the 
way they came, since the tunneled walls were a sure sign they were heading in 
the right direction, and it would mean less wear on his shoulders and wings. 

Carina bent low to protect her son, though he certainly had proven that he 
could protect himself pretty well without her. Simber made a few turns, then 
sped up through a straightaway. 

“Do you have any components?” asked Seth when he had a moment to 
breathe. “I’m completely out.” 

“Nothing much left,” Carina said. “A couple blinding highlighters. Preserve 
spells. We used up everything else.” 

“Mom!” Seth said. “I was counting on you to have more.” 

“Well, I was counting on you to not run away from home.” They crashed 
through another barrier. Most of the shards of glass flew forward, but some 
rained down on them, and they all became preoccupied with getting them off. 

Carina had a few more retorts for her son, but she held her tongue. She 
didn’t want to have an argument here. Besides, she had mixed feelings about 
what Seth and the twins had done. It really wasn’t much different from what 


Alex and Lani and Meghan and Samheed had done when they were 
thirteen . . . only they hadnt had parents around to tell them not to. It was 
definitely a deeper issue that Carina wanted to figure out inside herself before 
she slapped down any new rules or punishments. Besides, she was proud of her 
son. He'd stepped up in a way she'd never seen from him before. 

Carina squeezed Seth a little harder as Simber called out a warning for 
another glass barrier, and then she suddenly realized they didn’t need to be 
jumping through them at all. “I’ve got this one!” she called out to Simber. 

She leveled her hand toward it. “Release,” she muttered. The glass melted to 
the floor and Simber passed through. 

“I can only put them up,” said Seth. “My release spell isn’t really working so 
great yet.” 

“It all takes time,” said Carina. “You'll get there.” 

“But I made one of the dragons fly.” 

Carina tilted her head, not sure if she heard him right. “You . . . what?” 

“I made Drock’s wings come to life. Fifer got taken away before she could 
finish, so I had to do it.” 

“And... it worked? That’s a difficult one!” 

“I really had to concentrate hard. I didn’t think I could do it, but I knew I 
had to or everything would fall apart. So I did it.” He flashed a sheepish glance 
over his shoulder. “Are you proud?” 

Carina’s eyes pooled, and she was silent for a long moment. Then she said 
quietly, “I am amazed by you.” 

Finally Simber made it back to the empty dragon dungeon. The soldiers 
who saw him coming fled for their lives, so Simber took a moment near the 
stables to let everybody shake out their clothes and assess the damage. Despite 
all the magical protection and preserve spells that had been used on Simber to 
keep him virtually indestructible, the act of scraping a wider tunnel through 
rock had scratched him up a bit. He had a spot on each shoulder that had 
worn down, and the tips of his wings were marred. But the injuries appeared 
to be superficial, and, after licking them a bit, he was soon ready to proceed 
into the madness. 

They could hear it—the sounds of complete chaos coming from the top of 
the ramp. Had the dragons made it out? When Thatcher, Seth, and Carina 
were ready to go, they climbed on Simber’s back once more. Then Seth spied 


Thisbe’s rucksack near one of the dragon stalls. He ran over and snatched it 
up, strapped it to his back, and returned to his spot. 

The cheetah had a few gruff instructions for them. “One,” he began, “don’t 
fall off me. Two, if you'rrre about to fall off, don’t. Arrre we clearrr?” 

“Yes, Simber,” they all said. Seth vowed to hang on to the cheetah’s neck 
and never let go. 

“All rrright. Let’s get out of herrre.” The great cat looked over his shoulder 
to make sure his human cargo was secure, then crouched and sprang for the 
ramp, tearing up it at full speed, taking the corners as though they didn’t exist. 
Seth squeezed his eyes shut and held tightly as they swayed. 

Soldiers charged, but Simber batted at them with his wings or butted them 
with his head and didn’t slow down. Before long he was trampling the ones 
who wouldnt get out of the way. As soon as the Artiméans came to the 
entryway, Simber spread his wings wide, knocking more soldiers down, and 
began flapping. They rose up out of reach and sailed toward the exit. 

“The dragons made it out!” exclaimed Seth. 

“It appearrrs so,” said Simber, pleased. 

“Close the drawbridge!” someone royal bellowed to the entry soldier. “Bring 
down the portcullis!” 

“Uh-oh,” muttered Thatcher. 

A second later, the pointy iron stakes of the portcullis began to descend. 

“Oooh boy,” muttered Seth. “Hurry, Simber!” 

Simber flapped harder. The portcullis kept dropping. 


” 


“Hurry!” shouted Carina. 

“Flatten yourrrselves!” cried Simber. “We'’rrre not stopping now!” 

The three passengers did as they were told, all of them imagining what it 
might feel like to be stabbed into the ground. Seth could feel the familiar 
panic well up inside him. He couldn’t control any of this. Desperately he 
pushed the feelings back and told himself he could panic later if he still 
needed to. But not now. The feelings didn’t listen, and his chest tightened even 
more. 

As they raced toward the lowering gate, Simber dove. “Hang on!” he roared. 
The people below ran for cover. When Simber reached the portcullis, he 
stretched his wings wide. Just in time he ducked his head and glided under, his 


stomach scraping the ground. 


The stakes missed Seth and Carina. But one caught the collar of Thatcher’s 
shirt. Thatcher was violently yanked off Simber’s back and thrown to the 
ground under the portcullis. He looked up. The sharp iron points were about 
to run him through. He screamed and rolled away, his shirt ripping down the 
back. The portcullis clanged shut ominously, with Thatcher just barely safe on 
the outside. 

“Whoa,” Thatcher said under his breath. He felt paralyzed for a moment, 
but the outdoor soldiers charged toward him and he sprang to life. 

“We'rrre coming back arrround!” Simber roared. He rose up in the air and 
circled, then dove back down and snatched Thatcher as gently as possible in 
his claws. Lifting him up, he flew over the moat to safety. 

Thatcher barely comprehended what had happened to him, and now his 
life continued flashing before his eyes as he dangled from a dizzying height. 
How many times had he nearly died on this rescue trip so far? It was 
becoming too many to count. He had more and more admiration for Henry 
and Lani and Alex and the others all the time. He glanced back at the soldiers. 
“Good riddance,” he muttered. 

“Call out to the drrragons,” Simber ordered as they flew toward the tree 
line. “Seth, you do it. They know you best.” 

“Drock!” shouted Seth, sitting up and looking behind them. “Arabis!” When 
he caught sight of the breathtaking castle and the grounds from this height, 
and the sun hitting the waterfall that plunged off the cliff to nowhere, he 
nearly sighed at its beauty. His panic subsided. One day, he thought, he’d write 
a play like Samheed was always doing. And it would be set in a castle just like 
this, with a reluctant princess and a servant boy and magic and twins ... He 
blinked and came back. The twins were still missing. 

As he called out to all the dragons, he spotted them perched on the castle 
ramparts near the cliff. “They’re sitting on top of that wall!” he told Simber, 
and pointed them out. 

Simber glided around and headed toward them. And as he did so, Seth 
spotted two more familiar figures being dragged across the grounds toward 
the drawbridge by a large man in a black cloak. The tigers were being led 
behind them. Dev and Princess Shanti were arguing with the man, but it 
looked to Seth like the two of them were in big trouble. 

“At least they got caught doing something,” Seth muttered to himself, 
feeling a smug sense of satisfaction. 


Little did Seth know just how rebellious the princess and her servant were. 
They weren't about to let this setback stand in their way. There were more 
ways out of the castle than on the backs of gilded tigers. 





Together Again 


Thisbe and Fifer found themselves jiggling in the back of a fast-moving buggy, 
sitting trapped among sacks and boxes of unknown items. Their wrists were 
tied down. Everything familiar to them in this strange world was quickly 
disappearing, and they could do nothing about it. 

“Come on, Simber,” Fifer pleaded. She worked her wrists in the restraints. 

Thisbe looked out the back, contemplating jumping if they could find a 
way to untie themselves. But they were moving downhill quickly, away from 
the castle. 

Seeing her, and knowing instinctively what Thisbe was thinking, Fifer 
shook her head. “We're going too fast. Besides, I twisted my knee when they 
dragged me out. I wont make it far if we try to run, way out here in the 
middle of nowhere.” 

“But how will Simber find us?” asked Thisbe. She rested her cheek against 
the cool back window and stared out behind them, wishing desperately for 
Simber to appear. But she could barely see the castle now. It was the size of a 
toy on the horizon, with the fortress wall stretching out behind it. The sinking 
feeling in her chest became a chasm of worry. 

“He'll find us,” said Fifer, sounding more sure than she felt. She tugged at 
the ropes again, but they only got tighter. “At least you and I are together now. 


What happened to you?” 

Thisbe told Fifer about her experience in the dungeon and about her 
cellmate, and Thatcher and Carina. Then Fifer told Thisbe about everything 
that had happened with her and Seth and the dragons, expressing her worries 
about poor Drock not getting his wings finished. “I hope Seth understood 
what I yelled at him.” She shook her head, imagining the disaster that would 
follow if Drock couldn’t fly. “I don’t know if he can do it.” 

“I just hope they find us, before . . .” Thisbe trailed off and turned, looking 
forward to where the cart was headed. She didn’t have a clue what they were 
about to face. “Those are horses, right?” She pointed at the creatures pulling 
the cart. None of the seven islands had horses, so the girls only knew of them 
from pictures in the books in Artime’s library, many of which had been 
washed ashore or brought to the island by previous generations of people 
whose ships had been sucked into the Dragon’s Triangle. 

“I chink so.” 

“Theyre bigger than I thought they'd be.” 

“Yes. Pretty, though.” It was hard to get a good look at them from the back 
of the buggy. Every now and then, as they journeyed farther and farther 
inland, they could catch a glimpse of a huge city in the valley below. 

As they lapsed into silence, a thunderous booming sound filled the air. 

“What was that?” asked Fifer, alarmed. She whirled around and saw a trail 
of black smoke rising to the sky far in front of them. 

Thisbe turned too. “I don’t know.” She was quiet for a moment, but the 
sound didn’t happen again. “The driver doesn’t seem worried about it.” 

The smoke made a cloud, and it floated slowly with the wind. The girls 
watched it for a while, then turned back and forgot about it. They couldn't see 
the castle at all anymore behind them. And they had plenty of other things to 
worry about. 

Finally Thisbe said what both girls had been thinking. “I can’t believe Dev 
sold us out like that. Why would he do this to us?” 

“Yeah.” Fifer looked down. “That was pretty mean.” 

Thisbe felt worse about it than she wanted to admit. She was stupid for 
trusting Dev and being fooled. People didn’t behave like that in Artimé. In 
Quill they might. But the twins hadn’t experienced something like this before. 
It made Thisbe feel sick inside that Dev was the kind of person who would 
care so little about another person that he would lead them around for days 


just to get a reward. And now what? Would they ever see their brothers again? 
She couldn’t believe Dev wasn’t more bad than good. Maybe this would put 
him over the edge as far as the dragons were concerned. It was a shame 
because Thisbe had almost thought a couple of times that they could be 
friends. But it didn’t matter now. They'd probably never see him again either. 

The city grew larger, and the traffic on the road became busier. There were 
other horse-drawn carts like the one the girls were in and some vehicles that 
moved on their own like the Quillitary vehicles back home. 

As Thisbe’s stomach knotted tighter and tighter, she worked the restraints 
that held her down but couldn't figure out how to untie or even loosen them. 
Abandoning all hope now of proving anything to Alex, Thisbe tried to get 
mad enough that her eyes sparked again—she’d been intrigued when she'd 
done it accidentally before. But she couldn’t get that to happen either. After a 
moment, Thisbe closed her eyes and sank back in defeat. 

Fifer scanned the horizon behind them. “Where is Simber?” she fretted. 

“I don’t know.” 

They kept their fears to themselves, but both girls were growing more and 
more anxious about what would happen at Dragonsmarche. Why did people 
think it was okay to sell other people? What made black-eyed people so 
valuable? 


The girls had no idea. Perhaps they'd never know. 


By the time the buggy slowed, they were immersed in a busy city with vehicles 
and carts going every which way. The sounds around them were loud and 
unsettling—it was definitely not something the girls were used to. Perhaps 
under different circumstances, Thisbe might have found the big city at least a 
little bit exciting. But at the moment she would have greatly preferred to have 
been anywhere else but there. 

Fifer didn’t like it. Even if she hadn’t been restrained, she was too scared of 
getting run over by a passing vehicle to consider jumping out and making a 
break for it. Neither of them had the first idea where they'd go. And there was 
something about being so terribly unsure about what was happening that 
froze their decision-making abilities. 

The cart eased down narrow cobblestoned alleyways, sometimes bumping 
against the buildings that lined the roads. Soon they entered a city square 
where there were no buildings. It was similar to the market square in Glen 


Freer, only much bigger. People buzzed about in growing crowds as vendors in 
the marketplace set up their booths and unloaded their goods. Some vendors 
had fresh produce; others had bread and baked goods. Still others offered 
clothing, dried goods, or strange animals the girls had never seen before. There 
was a huge aquarium in one section of the square with sea monsters inside. 

Thisbe pointed out the aquarium to Fifer. “Maiven told me about that,” she 
said. But then their view was obstructed and their cart came to rest. 

They found themselves next to an enormous carved-stone fountain, which 
had a basin that was embedded deep into the ground. There was a large 
platform stage nearby. Immediately ten or fifteen people surrounded the cart, 
pushing and shouting. Fifer and Thisbe shrank back. 

“I want to see them!” said one. 

“I don’t believe it,” muttered another. 

“I thought they were extinct,” said a third, opening the hatch and reaching 
in. 

“Don’t touch me!” Thisbe kicked at the woman’s hand, and she pulled away. 
The twins exchanged a fearful look and cowered as far as they could from the 
opening. Finally the green-uniformed soldier who'd driven them appeared at 
the back of the buggy. “Back off,” he said to the crowds that were forming. “We 
need room to move, or you'll never have a chance to inspect them.” 

Fifer dug her fingernails into Thisbe’s hand. “What's happening?” she 
whispered. 

Thisbe shook her head, mystified as more people came crowding around 
them. 

“What time is the auction?” asked a stranger. 

“Noon,” said a different soldier. “Now move out of the way.” 

The people shrank back as the soldiers reached in. They untethered the girls 
and grabbed them, holding their arms and legs down so they couldn't move. 

Fifer struggled, twisting and bending, but the men and women only held 
her tighter. Thisbe fought to free her hands, but the soldiers held her fast. It 
was no use. “Fifer,” whispered Thisbe. “Do something! Call the birds!” 

“What good will that do?” Fifer gave one more attempt at freeing herself, 
but the captors were too strong. Finally, as the soldiers were delivering them 
to the display area, she let out a little scream. 

A flock of birds came flying to her and fluttered about uselessly, more 
annoying than terrifying. The soldiers waved them off and shackled the girls to 


two wooden posts. 

Thisbe’s face grew hot as more onlookers gathered to stare at them. 

“Open your eyes wide!” barked a soldier at her. “Or Pll force them open 
with sticks.” 

Thisbe reared back as much as she could with her limited movements. 
What a horrible thing to say! She could feel her anger rising up, and briefly 
she considered the boom spell, but the thought of killing any human still 
turned her stomach. She couldn't do it. It didn’t matter whether she was able 
to or not. Plus, they were surrounded. It wouldn't help anything. 

The streets grew busier, and the square filled up with vendors and goods 
and shoppers. The smell of baking bread was soured by the odor of fuel and 
exhaust from the passing vehicles. As the hour of noon approached, the crowd 
around Thisbe and Fifer’s platform grew larger, so much that people were 
pushing and shoving to have a chance to see what was going on. 

Fifer and Thisbe stood tied to the posts, their shoulders turned in, heads 
down, trying to shrink away. Their hope of Simber finding them was fading 
fast. They'd gone away too quickly and too far, it seemed. Even the enormous 
cheetah couldn’t do everything perfectly. Besides, he had the others to rescue. 

“He’s not coming, is he,” said Fifer, a lump stuck fast in her throat. 

“He doesn’t seem to be,” said Thisbe. “Can you think of anything we can do 
to stop this?” Angrily she wrenched her arms, but the action only hurt her. 

“You could start sending out boom spells,” Fifer said, like she actually 
wished Thisbe would do it. 

“I... I just can't.” 

“I know.” Fifer quickly became empathetic. “I’m sorry I said it. I wouldn't be 
able to either.” 

“I can put glass spells up to protect us.” 

“Yes,” said Fifer. “That'll help for a while. At least until they beat their way 
through them to get at us.” 

“Still, it might buy us a little time. In case . . .” Thisbe trailed off. In case 
Simber was still coming. She didn’t want to say it for fear of jinxing it. 

“Do it,” said Fifer. “If you can manage without being able to move your 
wrists.” 

Thisbe tugged against her wrist wraps, trying to see if she could rotate her 
hands enough to fling a glass spell. She gave it a try. “Glass,” she whispered, 


and flicked her fingers. A sheet of glass planted itself inches away from Fifer’s 
face. 

“Yikes,” said Thisbe. “Sorry.” 

“It’s fine. You missed me.” 

Murmurs rippled through the crowd at the sight of magic. “Price just went 
up,” one onlooker said. The audience tittered. 

Thisbe threw a few more wild glass spells, trying to at least partially encase 
her and Fifer so people would be forced to keep their distance, but she didn’t 
have enough movement in her hands to do it properly. She managed three 
panes, shielding the front of them from the crowd, but didn’t dare risk any 
more for fear of planting one too close to Fifer or herself. These would have to 
do. 

Their fears began to worsen the higher the sun rose in the sky. Noon was 
fast approaching, and Simber still hadn’t shown up. Men and women with 
stern faces and commanding presences walked up to the girls and moved 
around the glass to examine them. They spoke quietly to one another as if the 
twins couldn’t hear them, talking about money and how much they thought 
the black-eyed girls would be worth. Thisbe wondered if they might be pirates. 
She narrowed her eyes. 

None of the money numbers meant anything to the twins, for they didn’t 
use currency at all in Artimé—they had no need for it and didn’t really 
understand it. But hearing the word “thousands” in relationship to anything 
seemed like an awful lot. 

Finally the green-coated soldiers came up and stood at the corners of the 
platform. A slick-looking man in an ill-fitting suit approached and looked at 
the girls like they were a selection of cheeses, or a rack of garments. He 
bumped into one of the sheets of glass and stepped back, startled, then 
realized where the other ones were as well. 

“All right,” he said to the girls with a sneer in his voice. “Were about to get 
started. Look your best now, so that the kingdom of Grimere gets a fine price 
for you.” 





Dragons Away 


Cimber reached the dragons on the top of the wall. He set Thatcher down 
safely and landed, then called them together. Carina hopped off Simber’s back 
to inspect the dragons’ wings and make sure they were all secure. 

“Do you know wherrre they’ve taken the twins?” the cheetah asked Arabis. 

“Yes, where?” asked Seth. He was getting extremely worried. 

“There is only one place,” Arabis replied solemnly. “It is not a place we 
dragons can go, or surely we'll be shot down and captured. It’s called 
Dragonsmarche—it’s the Dragon Market, where dragons and other creatures 
and goods are bought and sold.” 

“Isn’t this world called the land of the dragons?” said Thatcher. “How is it 
possible that you are so oppressed?” 

Arabis lowered her head. “Many years ago the dragons lived free. That is 
what our mother believed to be true when she sent us here. She thought she 
was saving us from the pirates. In the centuries after the great split, which left 
our world separated from the seven islands, humans spread out to the cliffs of 
our land and began to capture dragons and use them as slaves.” 

“That’s terrible,” said Carina. 

Arabis went on. “Only the two families of black-eyed rulers fought against 
the others to try to keep the dragons free. But the black-eyed rulers were 


shunned for their actions. They too became hunted.” Her words turned bitter. 
“Now they are a prize. A status symbol. As are the dragons.” 

“Wait,” said Seth. “The people with black eyes are . . . were . . . rulers?” 

“They ruled in tandem and harmony with the dragons,” said Arabis. “But 
that ended. We knew nothing of these drastic changes when we arrived here. 
Things only got worse when the Revinir took control of the kingdom around 
the time we arrived. We were young and innocent, and we were immediately 
captured. We've been slaves ever since. And now . . . now you and the twins 
have freed us. Unfortunately, the soldiers have the girls. You must go quickly 
to rescue them before it’s too late. It’s some distance into the valley to get to 
the city.” She pointed in the direction of the market. 

Simber growled in frustration. “And you must go back to the seven islands, 
forrr the pirrrates have been eliminated frrrom therrre. You'll be safe.” He 
wished the dragons could stay and help, but he knew it was too risky for them. 
“Yourrr motherrr will be glad to see you all... even if yourrre a little worrrse 
forrr wearrr.” He nodded at their makeshift wings. “Carrrina, will they make it 
home safely?” 

“Tm surprised, really,” murmured Carina, now that she had looked at each 
wing carefully. “The kids did a very good job considering the circumstances 
and the supplies they had to work with. But I think the dragons should head 
home directly and have Alex redo their wings to make sure they will hold up 
for the long term. They’re a little ragged and loose, and the extensions could 
rip off eventually. But they’re safe to cross the chasm.” 

“We did the best we could,” said Seth. 

Carina smiled at her son. “I’m so proud. Alex will be very impressed. You 
got them out of the dungeon—you freed them. And gave them functional 
wings. You and Thisbe and Fifer did some excellent magic here today. That’s 
more than any of us can say.” 

Simber looked at Carina. “I think you and Seth should go with the 
drrragons. It'll be easierrr for me to carrry only Thatcherrr and the girrrls on 
the rrride home.” 

“Oh,” said Carina, growing concerned, “but I promised Alex I'd find the 
girls.” 

“We know wherrre they arrre,” said Simber. “Besides, the soonerrr you get 
worrrd back to Alex that we’ve found them, the less he'll worrry. And he 
wortries too much these days.” 


Carina looked doubtful. “If you're sure,” she said. 

“Tm surrre the drrragons need to leave as soon as possible, forrr theirrr own 
safety, and I’m also surrre the long rrride back will be morrre comforrrtable if 
the rrriderrrs split up. Therrre won't be rrroom forrr any food or water on my 
back if I'm carrrying the five of you.” The giant cat startled as a clatter of 
weapons and voices rose from within the castle’s courtyard. “They’ve spotted 
us up herrre, no doubt,” he said. “You must hurrry!” 

Seth looked both disappointed and relieved at the prospect of leaving now. 
He glanced at his mother. “We don’t have any components. I won't be of any 
use if we stay.” 

Carina gave Simber a final doubtful look, then gave in. “All right. Come on, 
Seth,” she said. “Arabis, your wings look the strongest. Can you take us to 
Artimeé?” 

“It would be my honor,” said the orange dragon. “We'll stop at the waterfall 
to catch some fish and collect water for the ride.” 

The noise from the soldiers grew louder, and Simber nodded to Arabis, 
handing over any further instructions to be given by her. 

“Take flight now,” Arabis ordered her brothers and sisters. “Watch out for 
the projectile weapons. Go straight toward the waterfall and stay out of range. 
We're free at last! We mustn’t tempt fate.” 

One by one, Drock the dark purple, Hux the ice blue, Ivis the green, and 
Yarbeck the purple and gold leaped off the wall and soared high into the air, a 
stunning, shimmering sight against the bright blue sky. Carina and Seth 
climbed onto Arabis’s back, and soon the mother and son were waving back at 
Simber and Thatcher. “We'll see you soon in Artime!” Thatcher called after 
them. 

Simber rose too. The soldiers came charging up the stairwell and out of the 
turrets onto the fortress wall just a moment too late. They were left gasping 
for air, with little to aim their weapons at. 

As Arabis maneuvered over the waterfall, the other dragons swooped down 
and dangled their tails in the water to catch fish. Seth and Carina leaned over 
to drink and fill Thisbe’s canteens before the long ride home. Simber and 
Thatcher headed inland at great speed. They followed the road that Arabis had 
pointed out, heading to Dragonsmarche. And making another appearance on 
the grounds below, amid the chaos, the princess and her servant slipped away 
unnoticed, this time galloping down the mountain on horseback. 





On the Auction Block 


The bidding began, and the crowd continued to grow around Thisbe and Fifer. 
Most people of the city didn’t have the wealth to place a bid, but they came to 
witness the rarity of not one but two black-eyed children up for sale. Twins, 
no less. It was a phenomenon. Surely no one in all the land could afford both 
children, though it seemed a shame to split them up—they were like finely 
matched horses. Well, except for the obvious thief. But her hair would grow 
back again in time, and shed most certainly be taught many lessons about 
never stealing again. 

The pirates and aristocrats filled the area closest to the girls. Thisbe and 
Fifer tried not to let their fear show. They were stuck here for this moment, 
Fifer kept telling herself, but Simber would come for them. Soon. She had to 
believe it, or she’d start freaking out and never stop. 

“I wonder if this is what happened to Dev,” Thisbe whispered to Fifer. “If he 
got auctioned off too.” She imagined him standing up here and having the 
king and princess staring coldly at him before deciding to offer up the 
winning bid. 

Fifer swallowed hard. “If it did, well... I guess I feel pretty bad for him.” 

“Especially if he had to do it alone.” 

“Yeah. At least we have each other.” 


Both of them added silently, If we get to stay together. That was the scariest 
part. Neither girl could imagine what it would be like to be servants, forced to 
entertain spoiled royal children, or worse—pirates! Much less having to do it 
without the other. 

Murmurs rippled through the crowd as the bidding soared for the black- 
eyed pair. The auctioneer kept the crowd heated while the girls grew silent and 
withdrawn, finding it more and more difficult to process what was happening 
to them, and bewildered by the frenzied way the crowd was reacting. Every 
now and then they turned their gazes to the sky, searching for any sign of 
Simber. But they couldn’t see much past the frame of the stage they stood 
upon. Hope was all they had left. 

Fifer, who'd barely slept since Hux had startled them awake two nights 
before, began trembling and couldn't stop. Her limbs felt like rubber, and she 
sank against the pole, her body giving up. Uncontrollable tears started 
trickling down her cheeks. Thisbe, watching her, strained harder at her ropes, 
tearing the skin on her wrists but making no progress. “Hang on, Fife,” she 
whispered, feeling hopeless. A lump rose to her throat. 

Just then a group of soldiers wearing blue uniforms swarmed in and began 
forcing people back. The castle soldiers, in green, drew their weapons, but they 
were clearly outnumbered, so they held back from attacking and instead 
demanded to know what the other soldiers were doing. 

The soldiers in blue didn’t respond. Instead they cleared an area of the 
square in front of the platform, rudely and unapologetically shoving people 
back. At once the ground started trembling. A circular section of the 
cobblestones separated from the rest of them and began to rise up in the air. 

The crowd gasped. The auctioneer paused in the bidding process as 
whispers began. A few people started moving hurriedly away. 

“What's happening?” cried Thisbe. Fifer only stared. 

“The catacombs lie beneath this square,” whispered a bidder near the stage. 
“Could it be... ..?” 

“The catacombs!” repeated others, and soon the words were rippling 
through the crowd. “A secret entrance?” 

The circle of ground rose steadily upward as many more in the crowd 
turned and began fleeing, knocking onlookers down in the process. Still others 
pointed up into the sky and began screaming. They tripped and trampled the 


townspeople in their hurry to get out. 


Fifer, reviving a little, strained weakly at her shackles and tried to figure 
out what the people were pointing at. But she still couldn’t see anything much 
beyond the overhang of the structure she was tied to. And all Thisbe could do 
was stare at the cylinder slowly rising from the ground. It was like . . . like a 
tube. An actual tube. From Artimé. Could it be Alex? Did one of the secret 
buttons lead to here, of all places? But no... it couldn't be. 

As bits of earth and stone and dust flew off the cylinder, more and more 
visitors and merchants around the market square became aware of the strange 
happenings. The panic pitched higher when an enormous shadow swept over 
Dragonsmarche. Screams filled the air. 

“Was that Simber?” asked Fifer, frantic. “Thisbe! Is Simber here?” 

Thisbe couldn’t take her eyes off the rising tube. Almost instinctively, 
before the crowd began to whisper, her heart clutched, and she knew who 
would step out from it. It most definitely wouldnt be Alex. As if in a trance, 
she stared, unable to care at all about Simber’s approach. She could only watch 
as the dusty tube inched higher and wait as its opening rotated toward her. 
When the opening finally came around, there was only one surprise. It didn’t 
reveal a man, as Thisbe expected to see, but a woman. 

Despite that, Thisbe’s guess was confirmed when the few people remaining 
in the square whispered the name. “It’s the Revinir.” 

All went silent for a moment. And then the silence was broken by the roar 
of the stone cheetah. At top speed, Simber swooped in to grab the girls. But 
the strange sight of the Revinir caught his attention. His eyes left the girls for 
briefest of moments, and he didn’t see the glass until it was too late. Before 
anyone could warn him, Simber smashed right through the invisible glass 
barrier that Thisbe had cast in front of Fifer. The girls screamed. Shards of 
glass flew everywhere. At the unanticipated impact, Thatcher went sailing off 
Simber’s back, landing hard on the stage. Fifer’s face, at first joyous at seeing 
Simber coming toward them, turned to shock at the impact, and then horror 
afterward as she glanced down at her body. Bright red bloodstains spread over 
her clothing. And then, without a word, she slumped unconscious, only her 
shackles keeping her from falling face-first to the stage. 

“Fifer!” yelled Thisbe. 

From the tube, the Revinir watched, unfazed. “Hmph. What a pity.” She 
turned up her nose at the blood and looked away. “Guards!” she cried. “Free 


the thief!” 


Blue-uniformed soldiers rushed to the stage. With a few simple swipes of 
their swords, Thisbe was freed from her restraints. She tried to run to Fifer, 
but the Revinir reached out and grabbed Thisbe around the middle. She 
yanked the girl into the tube with her. 

“Save Fifer!” Thisbe screamed to Simber. The cat had circled by now, ready 
to snatch up Thisbe, but her cries were cut ominously short as the tube shot 
down into the earth. The Revinir’s long, curling fingernails entwined around 


the girl, securing the priceless black-eyed goods. 





To Safety 


Near the platform, Simber landed hard on the cobblestones where the cylinder 
had been. Thisbe was gone. He growled in rage. Then he turned quickly to 
ward off anyone else who would attempt the same with Fifer, but people 
shrank away from the bloody heap. Thatcher, still somewhat stunned from 
being thrown so violently from Simber’s back, got up and stumbled over to 
Fifer. He began trying every magical spell he could think of to release or cut 
through her shackles. At the same time, Simber began biting and tearing at 
the shackles at Fifer’s feet, and that proved more efficient. 

Once she was free, Thatcher hoisted her up onto Simber’s back, trying to be 
careful of her wounds, many of which still had glass sticking out of them. 
“Go!” he cried when they were ready. Simber galloped across the stage, paying 
no heed to anyone in his way, and leaped into the air. He took flight, once 
again startling those who remained in the marketplace. 

“What about Thisbe?” shouted Thatcher. “Did you see that woman? The 
Revinir? Did you see who it really was?” 

“Yes,” said Simber, a strong note of disgust in his voice. “I saw herrr. She 
was about the last perrrson I could have everrr expected. How Queen Eagala 
surrrvived herrr trrrip down the volcano is beyond all comprrrehension.” He 
looked over his shoulder as he flew across the square. “How is Fiferrr?” 


“Still unconscious and losing blood quickly. We have to do something.” 

Fifer’s eyes fluttered and opened. She found herself looking down on the 
marketplace, which was a strange sight. Nearly empty of merchants and 
villagers by now, only the goods remained, with a few brave and desperate 
souls looting what they could. 

Her gaze focused on the corner of the square where the giant aquarium 
stood—the one that Thisbe had pointed out. As Simber flew past it, she could 
see the strange-looking sea creatures more closely. Fifer’s eyes blurred as a 
spotted sea monster came into view. It looked familiar, somehow. In fact, it 
reminded her of Issie, their sea monster friend who lived on the Island of 
Legends. But Fifer’s mind was fuzzy. She closed her eyes briefly, feeling faint 
again, then opened them and turned her head. “Thatcher,” she said, noticing 
him for the first time. “What happened?” 

Thatcher looked down at her. “You've been hurt,” he said. “We're finding 
help.” 

“Oh.” Fifer didn’t feel hurt. She didn’t feel anything. She wanted to ask 
where Thisbe was, but her tongue wouldn't form the words. Soon her sight 
went black again. 

Thatcher put his hand on Simber’s neck. “She was awake for a moment. 
Should I take the glass out or leave it stuck in her? I don’t know what to do.” 
He tried desperately to think like Henry or Carina, who were healers, but the 
uncertainty of everything overcame his sense of good judgment. “We don’t 
have any medicine.” 

“Just wait,” said Simber. “That'll only make it bleed morrre, I think. We 
need to find something that will stop the bleeding.” Beforrre she dies, he added 
to himself. He wore a defeated expression, taking full blame for what had 
happened. 

They reached the outskirts of the city. Simber flew low to the ground 
between the road and the forest, looking at the foliage and wondering if 
anything there would help them. 

“Tm afrrraid this is all my fault,” muttered Simber. 

Thatcher held on to Fifer, feeling helpless. “You couldn’t have known about 
the glass spells. I didn’t see them either.” 

“I should have!” growled Simber. “I also should know about the healing 
naturrre of plants. But as a statue, I've neverrr needed them. It was stupid of 
me to send Carrrina home. We need herrr now morrre than everrr.” 


Thatcher didn’t know what to say. He'd never seen Simber so vulnerable 
and hard on himself. As they flew along, they saw two horseback riders 
coming toward them. When they grew close, Thatcher recognized one of them. 
“That boy—Dev. He’s the servant from the castle who fed us. And Ill bet that’s 
the princess Thisbe was telling me about. Perhaps one of them knows a little 
about medicine as well.” 

Simber was desperate enough to stop and ask them for help. He landed a 
short distance off so as not to frighten the horses. The princess and Dev 
slowed their horses and looked warily at the strange flying statue before them. 
Thatcher laid Fifer out on Simber’s back and climbed down. 

“Hi,” he said. He approached cautiously, ready for Simber to snatch him up 
if these two tried to capture him. He held up his hands to show he was coming 
in peace. 

Dev spoke quickly and quietly to the girl next to him, all the while trying 
to see what was going on. Then he stared at Simber’s back for a long moment. 
He got off his horse and came running toward the cheetah, realizing 
something was terribly wrong. 

“What have you done to her?” he demanded. 

“Dev!” said the princess. “Be careful!” 

Dev ignored her and ran closer. He gasped when he saw Fifer covered in 
blood. 

“Please,” said Thatcher earnestly. “Do you know what will stop the 
bleeding? We need your help to save her.” 

Dev stared at Fifer in horror. “What happened?” Then he quickly turned to 
his companion, who had approached on her horse, pulling Dev’s along. 
“Princess—they need help. May I... ?” 

She lifted her chin. “Is that one of our black-eyed girls? What about the 
auction?” 

Dev tried to hide his sudden disgust for his only friend. How could she be 
so horrible? “Shanti,” he said quietly. “Please. Look at her. She needs help.” 

The princess frowned at his use of her name in front of others, but Dev 
didn’t flinch. Finally she nodded primly. 

Dev turned back to Thatcher. “That creature won't hurt the princess?” He 
pointed to Simber. 

“You have my word. He'll protect her if anything.” 


“Come with me.” Dev took off toward the forest with Thatcher right 
behind. He zigzagged around trees, looking for the right plant, and finally he 
found a grouping of them. “Yarrow,” he said, pulling one up. “What did you do 
to her?” 

“We didn’t— It’s broken glass. It... shattered right in front of her.” 

“More glass? Like what Thisbe did to me, I suppose.” He touched his sore 
nose gingerly, then pulled up another plant. 

“Tm sure she’s sorry about that.” 


“I deserved it. So... ,” he said, glancing back at Simber. “Where is the 
thief?” 
“The... what?” 


“Thisbe, I mean.” He pulled on another plant and tried to pretend not to 
care very much. But a wave of fear washed through him as he wondered what 
might have happened to her. 

Thatcher remembered what Thisbe had said about their short hair. He 
hesitated but saw no reason to lie. “Unfortunately, she’s been captured. The 
Revinir rose up from the ground in the square and snatched her.” 

Dev stopped and stared at him. His expression betrayed him. “The 
Revinir?” he whispered. 

“Yes. She rose up from inside the earth.” 

“The catacombs,” said Dev, as if he were piecing the story together. The 
knot in his stomach tightened. “Thisbe’s lost for good, then.” His face wrinkled 
up, and he fought to pull his feelings together. He was used to losing 
everything, and he knew how to handle it. But this . . . this news rocked him in 
a way he didn’t understand. Quickly he blocked her face from his mind. After 
a moment he forged ahead, picking more plants. “You'll never see her again.” 

“Don’t say that. We'll find her. We have to.” 

“How? You can’t. You need to get Fifer home. She won't survive out here. 
And I hope you know better than to ask for help from anyone else. Her black 
eyes . . . She’s not safe anywhere in our world.” He stood and started back 
toward the road. 

Thatcher grabbed his leaves and followed. He wasn’t sure if he should 
believe the boy after all Thisbe had recounted. He decided to test him, to see if 
he’d lie. “How do you know so much about the twins?” 

“I spent a couple days leading them to the castle,” said Dev. “Thisbe . . .” He 
thought about how she'd saved him by destroying the snake, and he felt his 


throat tighten. And then he shook his head. “Never mind.” 

It was truthful enough. They reached Simber’s side. Dev showed Thatcher 
how to pull the glass out of Fifer’s body and administer the plant to stop the 
bleeding. “Tm glad you freed the dragons,” he said in a low voice. “You mustn’t 
ever let them return here. And youd better get out of here too, before Princess 
Shanti’s father learns what happened, or hordes of soldiers will be on the move 
to find you. You won't make it to the gorge alive.” He looked at Simber. “Not 
even him.” 

Thatcher looked at the boy. “But we can’t leave Thisbe here.” 

Dev dropped his gaze. “I’m not exaggerating. You may as well forget her. 
The Revinir won't ever give her back—not in a million years.” 





Grave Peril 


Thatcher stated at Dey, trying to comprehend the finality of his words. 

“Servant!” said the princess impatiently from her horse. “Enough already. 
We need to go.” 

Dev looked at the princess as if he’d been struck. “I was just helping...” 

“Quickly,” she said. She glanced back toward the castle and gave Dev a hard 
look. 

Dev bowed his head. “Coming.” After a second he looked at Thatcher. “Take 
her home,” he warned, “or you might end up losing them both.” 

Thatcher nodded. “Thank you for your help.” 

Dev let his eyes rest on Fifer’s ashen face and handed the remaining plants 
to Thatcher. Then he quickly ran to his horse, pulled a sack of food and a 
canteen from his pack, and ran back to Thatcher. He shoved it at him. “Here,” 
he said. “I... I owe it to them.” 

“Dev!” said the princess, making the boy cringe. 

Thatcher raised his eyebrow at Shanti and took the sack. “Thank you, Dev.” 

Dev nodded and ran back to his horse. He mounted it, dug his heels into its 
flank, and clicked his tongue. Soon he and the princess were off, heading 
down the road toward Dragonsmarche. He forced himself not to look back. 


Thatcher worked quickly to clean Fifer’s wounds, then went to fill the 
canteen with water from the river. He held Fifer’s head up and tried to get her 
to drink a little, but she was still out cold. 

“Do you agree with Dev?” Thatcher asked Simber. 

“It’s prrrobably forrr the betterrr,” said Simber. “And we should go now.” 
His ears twitched and turned. “Soldierrrs arrre alrrready coming this way.” 

“So we're really going back to Artime? Without Thisbe?” 

Simber was quiet for a long moment. He stared at Fifer. “Unforrrtunately, I 
don’t think we have a choice if we want to save herrr.” 

Thatcher sighed deeply but climbed on Simber’s back and tried to make 
Fifer as comfortable as possible. “I can hardly stand the thought of this,” he 
said under his breath. Leaving Thisbe a world away? But he could come up 
with no alternative. They had to save the one they could save. 

Soon they were soaring over the forest, then the hills, then the castle of 
Grimere, out of range of the soldiers’ spears and arrows. As they crossed the 
divide between the worlds on their way back to the seven islands, Thatcher 
barely looked at the stunning landscape. He could only think of their failures. 
And of how Thisbe must be feeling right now—totally and completely 
abandoned. 

“We'll be back for you,” Thatcher whispered. 

Simber, who heard and saw nearly everything, didn’t acknowledge the 
young man’s words out loud. But inside, his stone heart was breaking in two. 





The Catacombs 


bosoiak struggle, Thisbe hung numbly in the Revinir’s arms as they 
plunged into darkness inside the tube. She wanted to scream but couldn't find 
her voice. She wanted to demand answers but couldn't form the questions. She 
could only stare in front of her, trying to make sense of what was happening. 

The tube looked very much like the ones in Artimé except for the fact that 
it was moving—they weren't traveling anywhere magically. And the control 
panel was completely different. None of the buttons looked familiar. After 
several seconds the tube came to a stop. Through the dusty glass, Thisbe could 
see small wall torches providing a dim view down a long hallway. Every few 
feet there were ancient stone-and-iron doors set into the walls. 

The Revinir forced Thisbe out of the tube and started down the hallway. 

Stumbling along, Thisbe found her voice. “Where are you taking me?” She 
tried to yank her arms away, but the old woman’s long fingernails entwined 
around Thisbe’s arm. Thisbe recoiled at the sight of them. She’d never seen 
anything like it. She remembered stories about someone with fingernails like 
that before—someone who had permanently maimed her dear brother—but 
that person was dead . . . wasn’t she? 

The Revinir didn’t answer her. Surprisingly strong for such an old woman, 


she dragged Thisbe down another hallway that also had crypts along both 


sides. Eventually she stopped at one doorway that had cobwebs hanging from 
both upper corners. 

Thisbe shuddered. “What are you doing to me?” 

Using one of her fingernails, which had been sharpened and shaped like a 
key, the Revinir unlocked the door. It creaked open, revealing its contents. 

The room was full of bones. 

Thisbe gasped. The Revinir shoved the girl into the crypt and slammed the 
door shut. Then she locked it again and smiled to herself as she walked away. 


By the time Thisbe finally stopped screaming for help, many hours had passed. 
She kicked all the bones into one corner and collapsed to the floor as far away 
from them as she could, and stared up at the ceiling. A single torch made 
shadows on it. Thisbe knew she was stuck here. Nobody was coming to rescue 
her—they’d have been here by now. Fifer was badly hurt. Maybe even dead. 
And Thisbe was all alone with hundreds of gross bones and all of her fears and 
regrets. Her skin pricked, feeling her identical twin’s pain in all the same 
places. 

How she wished she'd been allowed to learn more magic, for what she knew 
was woefully inadequate to have done anything against such powerful people. 
How she wished she wasn’t filled with such destructive natural power—her 
attempts at controlling it, at doing good with it, had failed miserably, over 
and over again. She was stuck with the few spells she’d learned and whatever 
else happened naturally, and none of those could be changed. 

‘There was only one thing Thisbe could focus on now. And that was figuring 
out—all on her own—how to get out of here, and get back to Artimé, and find 
out if her sister was still alive. To do it, she would have to fight against the 
most powerful person in this world. Perhaps it was time to embrace the 
destructive magic that brewed inside her. 

Thisbe curled up and faced the wall, feeling terribly alone. Escaping the 
Revinir seemed more overwhelming than anything she had ever faced. And 
she had no idea if she’d be able to do it. 


As it turned out, she would have many days to think about it. 





A Final Blow 


Far away, Simber, Thatcher, and unconscious Fifer flew through the day and 
night and day again, until Warbler was in sight. Simber pushed for the island 
as fast as his wings would take him. They could make an emergency stop there 
to stock up on food, water, and medicine on their way back home. 

When they approached the sandy beach, they were greeted by the frantic 
waves and shouts of Copper and Scarlet. Sky was nowhere in sight. Simber 
landed nearby. 

“Whats happened?” asked Thatcher, alarmed. He couldnt imagine 
something else could have possibly gone wrong. Yet a wisp of fear grew inside 
him—he knew well enough by now that there was no end to the bad luck that 
had befallen them on this mission. 

“It’s Sky,” cried Scarlet. Copper could only stare numbly as tears flowed 
down her face. 

“What happened?” demanded Simber. 

“Where is she?” asked Thatcher, looking all around. The wisp became a knot 
and rose to his throat. Surely she was fine. She had to be. But a cold, horrible 
feeling came over him. Something must’ve gone terribly wrong for Sky’s 
mother to have that look on her face. “Scarlet, please—tell us what happened.” 


Scarlet’s face was anguished. “She was working on stabilizing the volcano’s 
core temperature, trying to stop it from sinking so often.” 

Thatcher nodded. “Yes, she told us. Is she all right?” 

Scarlet forged onward. “Her work caused the warning tremors to slowly 
dissipate. Eventually she had to guess when the volcano would plunge 
underwater, but she thought she had the timing figured out. Even so, she made 
me stay a safe distance away in my skiff” Scarlet swallowed hard, and fresh 
tears flowed. “She was being very cautious, but then today, without any 
warning at all... the volcano went down.” 

Thatcher and Simber stared. “IS SHE OKAY?” shouted Thatcher, growing 
desperate to hear the answer. But he knew she couldn’t be. 

Scarlet shook her head. “She made it to the white boat, but couldn’t get it 
going in time. She went down with it.” 

Copper let a heartbreaking sob escape. Scarlet reached around the woman's 
trembling shoulders, trying to support her in her grief. 

Simber and Thatcher stared in stunned silence, tried to comprehend it. 
Their beloved friend Sky, Alex’s strength, his light, the love of his life, had 


been caught in the suction of the plunging volcano. She was gone. 


Fifer lay motionless. Thisbe, held captive by the Revinir in a foreign world. 
Sky had been sucked down the enormous maw of the watery volcano. And 
Simber and Thatcher had to deliver all of this wrenching news to Alex. 

The time of peacefulness was over. Chaos, fear, and grief had returned to 
the land of Artimé and its people. The disastrous repercussions of all that had 
gone wrong would no doubt spread far and wide across the world of the seven 
islands, and beyond. 

There was no way to tell what threats, trials, and quests lay ahead. But they 
were sure to be more dangerous than the people of Artimé had ever known. 
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Breaking the News 


hee was sare hinon oven aie sehen er returned, carrying 
Thatcher and an unconscious Fifer Stowe on his back. All was quiet in the 
mansion, for it was not quite dawn, and the dark skies kept most of the mages 
in their beds with the covers pulled up around them, listening to the rumbling 
in their dreams. 

A three-headed tiki statue stood guard in Simber’s place to the left of the 
door, and Jim the winged tortoise, with his brightly colored mosaic shell, 
floated lazily in the air on the right, his white feather wings flapping just 
enough to keep him rising and falling without hitting the ceiling or the 
pedestal below him. They hadn't sensed Simber coming until he burst through 
the door. 

“Get Alex and Henry!” Thatcher shouted. “Bring them to the hospital ward 
” His voice was harsh and gravelly, for he'd barely slept in the days 
it had taken them to return home from the land of the dragons. With Fifer 
limp in his arms, he slid off Simber’s back and stumbled to his knees, his legs 


right away! 


numb and body aching from the journey. He got up and hobbled toward the 
hospital ward as the two statues figured out what was happening. Simber 
followed Thatcher. 

Jim flew upstairs with the tiki statue behind him, mysteriously able to glide 
up the steps on his flat, legless bottom. At the balcony Jim headed for the 


family hallway to locate Henry Haluki, Artime’s chief healer and Thatcher’s 
partner in all things, while the tiki statue slid to the farthest hallway on the 
left. Many of Artime’s mages couldn't see that magical hallway—they saw a 
mirror on the wall instead—but the tiki statue had no problem finding it. He 
charged toward Alex’s apartment and pounded his top head against the door. 

In the hospital ward, Thatcher gently lay Fifer on a bed and looked around, 
feeling helpless and a bit guilty that he knew so little about the medicines 
Henry had so lovingly created. He went to get a cup of water and a sponge to 
soak and press against the young twin’s parched lips, in hopes that drops of 
water would seep inside her mouth and trickle down her throat without 
choking her. 

While Thatcher lifted Fifer’s head and administered the sponge, he swept 
his troubled gaze over the girl. Her clothing was full of rips and stained dark 
with blood after Simber, the enormous winged-cheetah statue, had 
unintentionally smashed through the glass barriers in Dragonsmarche, sending 
shards like a thousand daggers into Fifer’s body. An instant later Fifer’s twin, 
Thisbe, had been snatched up by the Revinir—someone Thatcher and Simber 
had recognized as the former Queen Eagala from Warbler Island, who 
should’ve been dead—and taken underground to her lair among the 
catacombs. 

They'd had to leave Thisbe behind. In order to save Fifer’s life, they'd flown 
nonstop for days, all the way to Warbler, where they'd learned of even more 
heartrending news: Sky had been swept underwater into the mouth of the 
plunging volcanic Island of Fire and was gone. 

Thatcher heard a commotion on the stairs and looked up, feeling his heart 
in his throat. He and Simber had a lot of explaining to do, and there was no 
easy way to go about it. Delivering this news to Alex was the hardest thing 
Thatcher had ever faced, including everything he’d just been through. 

“Thank goodness,” Thatcher murmured when he saw Henry racing toward 
him, one arm slid inside the sleeve of his healer’s coat, the rest of it flying 
behind. The two quickly embraced; then Henry slipped his other arm into the 
jacket and reached for his medical supplies. “Tell me everything,” he 
demanded. 

Before Thatcher or Simber could begin to tell him, Alex arrived inside the 
ward. At the sight of his sister on the bed he paled, and his mouth slacked in 
shock. “What happened? Is she okay? How did this come about?” He looked 


around frantically. “Where’s Thisbe? Carina said—Carina told me— You were 
all supposed to be coming right behind them!” 

Simber looked to Thatcher to fill in everyone as Henry began assessing 
Fifer’s condition, then working on her wounds, cleaning them and applying 
the magical plant-based concoctions he'd developed over the years. Thatcher 
spoke hastily about what had transpired after Carina and Seth had left the 
castle Grimere with the five young dragons. Things had not gone as planned. 

Alex listened, stunned. He could hardly take in the information about 
Thisbe or how the Revinir had snatched her up and disappeared. Or who the 
old woman really was. “Queen Eagala is the Revinir?” he whispered. “How can 
that be? She’s been dead for over ten years!” 

“We don’t know,” said Simber. “But I’m cerrrtain it was herrr.” 

“We have to go after Thisbe,” Alex said, growing frantic. “She must be 
absolutely sick with fear! But Fifer—is she... ?” 

“We'll go after Thisbe,” said Thatcher, trying to calm Alex down. “Shortly 
we'll start to organize and figure out a plan for that. But .. .” He gave Simber a 
pleading look. 

“Rrright,” said Simber in a grave voice. “Alex, therrre’s . . . something else.” 

Alex looked at Simber. His hand shook, and he reached for a bedpost. 
“Something else?” he said weakly. “What more could there possibly be?” 

Simber’s body sagged, and he closed his eyes as if he couldn’t bear to see 
Alex hurt even more. After an agonizing moment, he opened them and looked 
squarely at the mage. “It’s Sky,” he said quietly. “She was worrrking on the 
Island of Firrre, and it plunged below the waterrr without warrrning. She was 
swept in.” He paused for a moment as he watched Alex, dazed, sink heavily to 
the bed next to Fifer’s. And then Simber growled, “She's gone.” 





When Everything Shatters 


Henry turned sharply away from treating Fifer to look at Simber. “What? Good 
gods! You can’t be serious.” 

“Sky?” Alex stared in disbelief. “No,” he said, faltering. Then: “No!” 

Thatcher, his expression wretched, went over to Alex and sat beside him. 
“Tm so sorry. I’m afraid it’s all true.” He put a gentle hand around the head 
mage’s shoulders. 

Simber bowed his head. “I’m sorrry. | can’t begin to imagine yourrr pain. 
The shock of all of this must be overrrwhelming.” 

Alex was numb inside, and his skin turned cold and aching. He’d heard the 
words and understood their meaning, but he couldn’t absorb the wrenching 
truth of everything he’d experienced in the past few moments: Fifer lying 
bloody and unconscious, Thisbe kidnapped by Queen Eagala, and now his 
beloved Sky, gone? The scope of the news was beyond his ability to 
comprehend. He was completely struck down. He couldn't catch his breath. 
He couldn’t see—everything wavered in front of him. He felt like his soul had 
left him and risen above his body to escape the words. Like he was a spectator 
looking down on this horrible scene. He doubled over, the world spinning, 
and put his hand over his face. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a nightmare. 
“Tell me what happened,” he cried. “Tell me everything.” Then he slid off the 
edge of the bed to the floor and crumpled there, sobbing. 


“Go get Aarrron rrright away,” Simber ordered Thatcher. “And Crrrow. 
Hurrry!” 

Thatcher nodded and dashed out of the hospital ward without a word. 
Simber watched Alex shuddering on the floor, then closed his eyes and sighed 
heavily. He knelt next to the mage to let him know he was there and quickly 
filled him in. He could do nothing else for him right now. It was the worst 
moment in Simber’s memory. 

After a time Alex quieted. He lifted his head and looked through red- 
rimmed eyes at Simber. When their eyes connected, more tears started 
pouring down the head mage’s cheeks, and he moaned in pure agony, feeling 
physically sick, the losses hitting him in waves until he wished he could slip 
into unconsciousness to escape it. 

He began to cry harder. And when he could finally catch his breath and 
speak a few words, he turned to Henry. “Is Fifer... ? Is she... ?” He couldn’t 
finish. 

“She’s hurt very badly, but she’s going to live,” said Henry, determined and 
working steadily. His face didn’t betray the range of emotions he felt. He had 
one job, and that was to see Fifer through. He couldn't bear the thought of 
Alex losing all three of them, especially after having lost so much in his life 
already. “She’s waking up now, Alex. I need your help—can you come and 
stand by the head of her bed? Let her know you're here?” 

‘The grief surged again. Alex didn’t know if he could get up, much less walk 
over to Fifer’s side. But he reached his right arm around Simber’s neck and 
pulled himself up off the floor. The stone cheetah helped him walk. Alex 
quickly tried to dry his tears on his shirt so Fifer wouldn't be scared. “What do 
I tell her?” he said to Simber, in agony. “Does she know about . . . this? About 
Thisbe or any of it?” 

Simber’s expression was filled with sorrow. He shook his head. “I don’t 
think so,” he said. “She’s been unconscious. Just tell herrr that you'’rrre herrre. 
Tell herrr that you'rrre with herrr and she’s safe. Just like youd have done forrr 
any of us back in the old days.” 

Alex stared at Simber, a look of bewilderment on his face. His role as chief 
comforter in times like these had all but disappeared since the final battle. 
And he’d focused his care inward since that time, so much so that it felt 
strange to remember he wasn’t the only one who needed a guiding hand in this 
moment. With a start he realized that no matter how much he was hurting, he 


was the guiding hand . . . like he used to be. Like after Mr. Today, the original 
head mage, had died and all the magic in Artimé had disappeared. How would 
Fifer feel once she heard the news? And Crow? And Aaron? “It hurts,” he 
whispered, and choked back a sob. “Worse than any pain I’ve ever known.” 

“I know,” said Simber, standing by him. There was nothing else to say that 
could possibly help. He could only stand by. 

Alex’s mind awhirl, he reached Fifer’s side and stood near her head. He 
gripped the bedpost as a new wave of pain went through him and stifled a 
moan, then tried to smile as his sister’s eyes fluttered. “Hey there, Fife,” he said 
softly. “It’s me, Alex. Youre home. You're safe.” 

Fifer opened her eyes and focused on her brother's face. She was confused. 
Her lids closed for a moment, then squeezed shut, then blinked open again. 
Her eyes filled with tears. A jumble of horrifying memories bounced around 
in her head. “I’m so sorry, Alex,” she choked out. She began to cry inconsolably. 

Alex lost it again and cried with her. He smoothed her hair from her face 
and kissed her cheek, his tears raining down on her. “It doesn’t matter,” he 
said. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just so glad you're okay. You're . . . alive.” As he said 
the words, he couldn’t stop the next wave of pain that came with the thoughts 
about Thisbe and Sky, and everything inside him shattered once more. He was 
in turns frozen, overwhelmed, and on the verge of blacking out from the pain 
stabbing through him. Yet here was Fifer. Alive. He clung to her life like a raft 
in the sea. A tiny piece of his shattered heart found another tiny piece, and 
they melded back together. Fifer was here. Awake. Alive. He hadnt lost them 
all. 

In that moment he loved her ferociously, more than he’d loved any other 
human being or creature in his life, and he swore in his heart to protect her 
from anything like this ever happening again. “Never again,” he whispered. 

Alex had lost one sister, but Fifer had lost her twin. Alex had known that 
feeling once and the physical pain that went with it. She would need him to be 
strong for her now. 

In the midst of Alex’s grief, something inside him, a remnant of his old self, 
fluttered awake after a long sleep. He planted his feet and then took Fifer’s 
hand in his. He looked her in the eye with a lifetime’s worth of compassion 
and, as gently as he could, told Fifer what had happened to Thisbe. 

She didn’t have the strength to comprehend or react and soon slipped into 
unconsciousness, the words twisting around her mind like a nightmare. 


e e e 


Alex’s survival mode switched onto autopilot, and he began running things as 
usual, pushing the pain and distracting thoughts back so he could govern 
properly. He ordered Thatcher to dispatch Spike Furious, the intuitive magical 
whale, to go in search of Sky. Then he stoically delivered all the terrible news 
to Aaron and Crow. 

Their reactions were about what Alex had expected, and the pain remained 
raw. But Alex soldiered on, with support from Simber and Thatcher. 

“How is my mother handling this?” Crow asked. He ripped his hand 
through his long dark hair, feeling completely frantic to be a full day’s journey 
across the sea from her with not only the news of the girls, but of his sister, 
Sky. “And Scarlet? Is she okay?” 

“Copper and Scarlet are together on Warbler,” said Thatcher. “They have 
each other for comfort until you can get there. Simber will take you once 
you're ready.” 

Aaron appeared stunned at the news and handled it with little outward 
reaction at first. He reverted back to turning off his emotions, which was 
reminiscent of how he'd grown up in Quill. Moving abruptly away from the 
others, he went to stand near Fifer, who was asleep, and tried to make sense of 
it all. 

After a while he reached for Fifer’s hand and held it. He studied it, 
watching how her long thin fingers curled naturally in his. He felt like he was 
drowning and kept trying to surface long enough to let some of his emotions 
out, but he could barely breathe. And his mind kept going back to his youth, 
to when he'd said good-bye to Alex for what he’d thought was the last time, at 
the Purge. It sparked something still raw in him, and his grief was bitter. 

“They’ve been forced to grow up like we did, Al,” he said, looking over his 
shoulder to where Alex sat. “All in one day. Separated and everything.” Then 
he shook his head, and the tears began. “This is their Purge.” He was quiet for a 
moment, thinking back to when the governors of Quill had taken Alex away 
while he stood there watching and thinking his life would be the better of the 
two. How wrong he'd been. “But which of them is me,” he added softly, 
turning to Alex, “and which is you?” 

Alex looked away, curling into his pain. He couldn’t answer. 


Word spread through Artimé. Soon Samheed and Lani hurried into the 
hospital, followed by Seth and Carina and Sean. Seth ran to Fifer’s side, his 
pale face turning gray from the sight of Fifer’s many wounds. The news of 
Thisbe’s capture made the panic well up in Seth anew. How could this have 
happened? Why hadn’t they stayed? Maybe they could have saved her. Guilt 
flooded him—he’d survived unscathed. He vowed to stay by Fifer’s side until 
he knew she was truly going to be okay. 

A steady stream of friends from Artime and nearby Karkinos, the giant 
crab island, came into the hospital ward once they'd heard the news. They 
were all shocked and brought to tears for the victims and their loved ones, 
expressing their grief and sorrow to Alex and Aaron and Crow. But, as it 
always happened in Artime, there was little time to mourn. The exact 
whereabouts and well-being of Thisbe and Sky were unknown, and Alex 
wouldn’t rest until he had answers. Things had to be done. 

With Fifer stabilized and being cared for, and Seth staying by her side, 
Crow slipped away to pack his things, though he wouldn’t leave until he was 
certain Fifer was okay—he’d helped take care of the twins for most of their 
lives, and he wouldn't abandon Fifer now. 

Alex also forced himself away from the crowds at her bedside. He beckoned 
to Aaron, Lani, Samheed, and some of the others and led them out of the 
hospital ward. “Let’s meet in my office in five minutes,” he told them as he 
headed up the stairs. “We've got work to do.” 

Moments later Simber, Aaron, Samheed and Lani, Thatcher, Carina and 
Sean, and Florence, the ebony-colored stone warrior statue who taught 
Artime’s people how to fight with magic, assembled in Alex’s office to discuss 
what to do next. Alex came in through the magical entrance from his private 
quarters, eyes still red rimmed but his face splashed clean. He greeted 
everyone with a look of determination that covered the pain he felt. 

“We cant waste any time,” he announced, and dropped heavily into his 
chair. “We've got to go right away. We need to find Thisbe and bring her home. 
And Sky—Spike and our other aquatic friends are already out there searching, 
doing more than we ever could. I just hope they find . . . something.” He leaned 
forward and pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead, feeling sick and 
helpless, knowing there was little hope for Sky to have survived. He pressed 
back the pain and took a sharp breath—he couldn't deal with that right now. 


“But first, Thisbe,” Alex went on, looking up. “It’s been days since she was 
captured—she must have lost all hope by now. I can’t stand thinking about it. 
Who should go? And how soon can we leave?” He looked up at the ones who'd 
gathered around him: “Which of you will come with me?” 

Lani’s lips parted in surprise. “What—you mean you're going?” 

“I... Yes.” Alex gave her a challenging stare. “Do you have a problem with 
that?” 

“Me? Are you kidding? Not at all! It’s just that... Well, what I mean is that 
you havent been doing . . . because of your disability . . .” She sighed and gave 
up trying to explain. “Oh, never mind! I’m going too.” 

“Somehow I knew you'd say that.” Alex looked around the room. “Who else 
is with us?” 

Samheed opened his mouth to speak, but Florence interrupted. “We're all 
with you, Alex. Obviously. But let’s back up a little. Rushing into this rescue 
without preparing properly isn’t going to do us any good, and it could get us 
killed—and Thisbe, too.” 

“Yes. Thank you, Florrrence.” Simber nodded in hearty agreement. He 
looked at Carina and Thatcher. “I think these two can tell you how they werrre 
caught flat-footed and immediately capturrred in the forrrest in Grrrimerrre. 
Don’t you think a rrrefrrresherrr courrrse could have helped you?” 

Carina looked mortified. “Definitely.” 

Thatcher nodded emphatically. “I still don’t feel comfortable. It’s been too 
long since we’ve trained.” 

Florence nodded. “Most of you haven’t taken a Magical Warrior Training 
class in many years. You're rusty. I don’t care how good you were back then— 
your aim will be off. We need to lay out a plan to train and prepare ourselves.” 

“Well, of course we do,” said Alex impatiently, “but we also need to get 
moving as soon as possible.” 

Florence put her hands in the air. “Just slow down and listen to me for a 
moment, Alex. I can’t imagine how desperate you must feel. But please give me 
a little time to gather information from those who've been to the land of the 
dragons, and we'll figure out what kind of fighting to focus on and how to do 
this the right way—so you don’t all end up in the dungeon.” 

Alex looked like he was about to object again, but Aaron gave him a 
warning look. “Okay,” said Alex. “But let’s at least talk through the rescue 
plan.” 


“Of course,” Florence said. She gave him a strained smile, then turned to 
look at Simber. “First, a question to someone who's actually been to this 
foreign world. Do you think Eagala—the so-called Revinir—is going to hurt 
Thisbe?” 

“Frrrom the inforrrmation we have, I don’t think she will,” said Simber. 
“Therrre seems to be some monetarrry value given to black-eyed people 
therrre—though they arrre used as slaves, so it’s a bit confusing. But the 
Rrrevinirrr prrrobably intends to use Thisbe as a serrrvant of some sorrrt. She 
could have taken Fiferrr too, but instead she left herrr forrr dead, so perrrhaps 
she saw herrr as useless. That makes me feel strrrongly that Thisbe is alive and 
being put to worrrk in some way.” 

“That's all very comforting that you think she’s alive,” argued Alex, “and 
perhaps she really is. But she’s got to be terrified. She could lose hope if we 
don’t get there to rescue her quickly.” 

“She'll be okay,” Lani said quietly but firmly. “Sam and I turned out okay 
after something like this happened to us, remember? And after all, she’s your 
sister—I’m sure she has plenty of drive in her to see her through this. Florence 
is right. Let’s plan this properly the first time so we don’t add any other 
disasters on top of this one.” She turned back to Florence and motioned for 
her to continue. 

“Okay,” said Florence. “Thank you. Now, maybe Simber, Thatcher, and 
Carina can help me figure out who is going to be best suited for this rescue 
mission. First off, how are we going to get there?” 

“Flight is the only way to get past the waterrrfall,” said Simber. He 
frowned, as if puzzling over something that didn’t seem quite right, but the 
conversation continued. 

“Should our rescue team go with just Simber as our ride?” asked Samheed. 
“That would have to be a pretty small group.” 

“I can take thrrree, prrresuming we'll rrreturrrn with fourrr. That leaves me 
with rrroom forrr some supplies, too.” 

“Talon can fly,” Florence reminded them. “I can talk to him about going.” 
Talon was a legendary, large bronze man with wings from the Island of 
Legends nearby. He and Florence lived there together most of the time, and 
Florence taught Magical Warrior Training there, though she made occasional 
trips back home to Artimé as well. 


“Perrrhaps Talon could carrry someone,” Simber mused. “Spike could take a 
few people as farrr as the waterrrfall, and we flyerrrs could ferrry people 
acrrross the gorrrge to the land of the drrragons.” 

Aaron sat forward. “What’s the situation like over there? The terrain, the 
climate, the distances we have to travel over land? Where is Thisbe, exactly? 
And how do we find her?” 

“Pll sketch a map,” said Carina, reaching for some paper and a pencil from 
Alex’s desk. Thatcher leaned in to help, though he'd been very ill when they'd 
reached the new world, so his memory was fuzzy. “It’s mountainous at first 
approach,” Carina said as she drew, “but not unpassable on foot. Then there’s a 
forest, which we could use for cover as we travel toward the city center of 
Grimere. Is that where Thisbe was snatched up, Simber? About how far from 
the castle?” 

Simber nodded. “The Rrrevinir took herrr undergrrround in the city 
centerrr squarrre, which hosts Drrragonsmarrrche—a place wherrre goods 
arrre trrraded and sold. It’s severrral miles frrrom the castle.” 

Thatcher smoothed his black coiled hair, then paused and tapped his chin 
thoughtfully. “The princess’s servant boy, Dev, told us a vast catacomb 
stretched underneath the city. It would take a couple days on foot to get there 
once we cross the gorge and reach the cliffs of Grimere. Less time if we fly, of 
course.” 

“Hmm,” Aaron said. “That’s a lot of area to cover. I was also wondering if 
we would want to bring Seth with us since he knows things.” 

Carina startled, then glanced at Sean. “I don’t know about that.” 

“And,” Aaron continued, looking at Alex, “what about Fifer?” 

“No!” Alex said firmly. “She nearly died.” 

Aaron looked at his brother. “She’s already starting to get better with 
Henry’s magical medicines. And we're not ready to leave yet by any stretch.” 

“Not for weeks,” said Florence firmly. 

“Weeks?” Alex sputtered. “It doesn’t matter anyway—Fifer doesn’t know 
how to do anything. That’s how she got into this mess in the first place. 
Besides, I promised myself I'd protect her from now on so nothing like this 
could ever happen again. She stays in Artimé.” 

“Perhaps,” said Florence gently, “it’s time to teach her while I retrain 
everyone else. Even if she doesn’t go on the mission, she needs to know how to 


defend herself, especially now that we know Eagala is alive and going after 
people with black eyes. She'll never be safe—not as long as she lives.” 

“But—” Alex wasn’t sure how to respond. His mind was awhirl with 
frustration and confusion and fear, and his head pounded with grief. At the 
same time, these events had stirred something inside him for the first time in 
many years—something once dormant that now twisted and turned, trying to 
find a way to grow. He was going on a mission once again—something he'd 
never thought hed do, mostly because of his disability and how that had 
changed everything for him. 

It was scary. It made him feel vulnerable when he allowed himself to face it: 
He was the one Florence was referring to most when she insisted they had to 
train, though she was too kind to say it in front of the others. It was he who 
was in grave need of relearning his fighting spells if he was going to go on this 
journey and not be a total hindrance or liability to everyone. Alex must use 
Florence to teach him more than anyone, using his right arm—it would be like 
teaching a toddler, he knew. Did he have it in him to relearn now that he 
needed to so desperately? And could he do it so quickly? It had nagged at him 
for years that he hadn’t been able to accomplish proper magic on his own with 
his right hand, since his dominant left arm was out of commission. Was he 
being ridiculous even thinking he could and should go on this quest? 

But finding Thisbe weighed heavily on his mind. He couldn't bear to stay in 
Artimé when she needed him most of all. Wasn’t that what leaders were 
supposed to do? Go out and rescue their people? Especially when this person 
happened to be his own sister. 

It crossed his mind that his sudden decision to go was some sort of reckless 
response to the grief over Sky that he hadn’t yet processed. He'd hardly had a 
moment to digest what had happened to her. His heart spun, and he tried not 
to think about her being swept underwater into the volcano’s gaping maw. She 
was gone. He couldn’t say dead—he couldnt let his mind go there. He had to 
hold out hope for Sky, that there had been some way she’d survived, and focus 
on Thisbe. One tragedy at a time. It was the only way he could cope with 
everything that had just happened. 

In the depths of these thoughts, Alex’s face crumpled. Aaron sensed his 
brother's mental war and came to sit with him on top of the desk, putting his 
arms around his twin to comfort him. “Were going to get through this,” he 


whispered. 


Alex took a deep, shuddering breath and blew it out. Then he nodded. “All 
right. ’'m okay. Thanks. Let’s keep going.” 

Aaron kept an arm around Alex’s shoulders and tried to stop his own tears 
from returning. He couldn't imagine losing his wife, Kaylee—how was Alex 
handling this news about Sky right now? It was a clear reminder to Aaron and 
everyone present that their leader was still strong, even if the people of 
Artimeé hadnt needed to depend on him quite so much lately. Alex moved 
seamlessly into his role of commander despite what he’d gone through since 
his injury, not to mention the huge stresses on him because of the girls and 
their strange, powerful, uncontrollable magic. Aaron turned to Florence. 
“Based on the information Thatcher and Simber told us about all of the 
soldiers and the massive size of the catacombs they described, my instinct says 
we need a larger rescue team. Do you think we can ask for help from the 
dragons to get us there?” 

Carina looked up sharply from her sketch. “I don’t know if that’s a good 
idea,” she said. “It’s incredibly dangerous for them over there. The Revinir isn’t 
going to be happy we've freed them—she’ll hunt them down, no doubt.” 

“Maybe the dragons will just give rides over the gorge?” suggested Sean. 

“But how will they know when we'rrre rrready to go back home?” said 
Simber. “We might not be able to sit arrround in the cliffs arrrea waiting forrr 
them to show up. And therrre’s no good place forrr them to wait forrr us in 
ourrr worrrld—they’d have to float farrr frrrom the waterrrfall to keep frrrom 
going overrr.” 

Carina nodded. “Simber’s right. That wouldn’t have worked last time, for 
sure, with how quickly we had to make our escape. Besides, it’s a bit risky to 
try to travel the whole distance from the cliffs to the big city square on foot. 
We'd want to be very clever and have a fast getaway plan—one that allows us 
all to take flight at once without delay. We must be smart about it.” 

“But you said the dragons might not help us on this quest because of the 
danger,” said Alex. And then he shook his head. “I’m not so sure they'd say no 
once we tell them Thisbe is trapped there, being held captive by the Revinir as 
they once were. Especially after Thisbe helped free them.” 

Thatcher, Carina, and Simber all looked at one another with questions in 
their eyes. “Perrrhaps they will,” said Simber finally. “Ill talk to Pan about it.” 

Thatcher spoke up. “Before that could ever happen, they'll need Alex and 
the rest of us to fix their wings for good. They’re quite a mess. The kids gave a 


valiant effort to make new ones with the supplies they had, and the wings got 
them across the gorge, which is what we really needed from them, but they’re 
a bit of disaster, to be frank.” 

“That's fine,” said Alex. “Hux’s are already done and waiting for him. We 
can start gathering materials for the others. So, assuming we can convince at 
least one dragon to help us, who’s coming with me?” Alex looked at Carina 
and Simber. “Who among us would you say is best for the situation? Once we 
determine that, we can figure out how much transportation we'll need.” 

“I already told you I’m going,” said Lani. She looked as though she wouldn't 
take no for an answer. 

“TIl go as well,” Samheed said. 

“Tve been thinking about it,” Carina said. “As much as I don’t like the idea, 
I believe Seth should go. Thatcher and me, too, and Simber, obviously, since 
we know our way around.” 

“Pll stay behind for obvious reasons,” said Florence, referring to her size 
and heavy weight. “But like I said before, Talon may be of use.” She looked at 
Alex and Aaron. “Have you decided on whether to let Fifer go? She’s really so 
powerful. With a little training she could—” 

“She’s definitely not going,” Alex said, interrupting her. 

Aaron gave him a look. 

Alex glared back at him. “No.” He turned back to Florence. “No!” he said 
once more. 

“Okay, okay,” said Florence, giving up. “I get it.” She glanced at Aaron. 
“What about Kaylee?” 

Thatcher, Carina, and Simber began nodding immediately. “Her sword 
skills would be extremely useful in a land like that,” said Carina. “The soldiers 
were armed with knives and swords and some sort of projectile bows and 
arrows. Aaron, do you think she’d come along?” 

“Pll ask her,” said Aaron. “I suppose one of us ought to stay back on our 
island for the sake of baby Daniel and the grandfathers, but I know she'll agree 
that this is of utmost importance. Whichever of us seems more useful to the 
mission is all right by me. Alex, what do you think?” He gave Alex a 
meaningful look, and a silent conversation passed between them. 

Alex gazed at Aaron thoughtfully. He knew why Aaron had deferred to 
him. Aaron had something no one else had, and not many knew about—a 
likelihood that he would never die, due to eating some special seaweed many 


years before. The seaweed was what had kept the scientists alive too, well past 
the age of one hundred. Not dying was obviously a plus in battle, but this 
mysterious ability didn’t keep Aaron from being wounded. Aaron’s magical 
ability was strong, but so was Lani’s, Samheed’s, and Carina’s. So perhaps 
Kaylee was a better fit for this venture because of her melee fighting skills— 
that was where the rest of the Artiméans looked to her. 

“I think Kaylee gives us something we need,” Alex decided. “Is that enough 
fighters? Enough variety in skills? We don’t want our group to be too big or 
unwieldy.” 

Simber harrumphed. “You'rrre forrrgetting someone who could be verrry 
imporrrtant.” 

Alex thought hard. “Who?” 

“Someone who doesn’t take up much space and has saved the day morrre 
than once in the past.” 

“Ahh,” Florence said, nodding. “And who just happens to have seven lives 
left.” 

Even Alex managed a small smile. “Of course,” he said. “We mustn’t go 
anywhere without Kitten ever again.” 

“But firrrst things firrrst,” said Simber. “If I’m going to ask Pan and the 
otherrr drrragons for help, youd betterrr get worrrking on those wings. 
Having the prrromise of a futurrre gift when asking forrr a favorrr is neverrr a 


bad idea.” 





Cold and Alone 


Qn the fifth day after Thisbe Stowe’s capture, or perhaps it was the sixth—it 
was hard to remember which—she woke up in her crypt full of bones feeling 
chilled and more tired than she could ever recall feeling before. And like the 
previous mornings, the memories of the past couple of weeks came like a 
stampede. The questions throttled her and left her breathless. Was Fifer dead? 
Why hadnt Simber come back for her? Was the Revinir going to keep her 
down here forever, dragging giant dragon bones for miles every day? 

For that was what she’d been tasked to do. Each day she and several other 
black-eyed children, who were slaves like her, pulled enormous dragon bones 
from their individual crypts through the wide, seemingly endless passages of 
the catacombs to the testing room, where others would extract the dragon 
magic from them. It took hours to get there through a maze of hallways, 
following faded red arrows that had been painted long ago on the chiseled 
walls. By the time Thisbe returned each night, dragging an already tested bone 
back to her crypt, it was late. She’d get her meal, collapse on the dirt floor, and 
be locked up again until morning. 

On the first day Thisbe, bewildered and afraid, hadn’t dared speak to the 
other children. As she’d hauled the bone from her crypt, trying to find her way 
through the maze to the testing room, she'd missed a particularly faded red 


arrow and had gotten hopelessly lost. She didn’t make it back to her crypt 
until after midnight, and hadn't gotten her meal. 

The second day, weak with hunger, she'd followed the faint arrows with the 
utmost care. She'd tried keeping up with one of the other children, and that’s 
when she first discovered they had black eyes like her. But when Thisbe asked 
her a question, the girl seemed unable to understand her and unwilling to be 
caught trying to communicate. Thisbe fell behind. It had been terribly 
disheartening. 

The third day had been the worst, for that was the day Thisbe finally lost all 
hope and admitted to herself that no one from Artimé was coming back for 
her. She’d stopped and had a hard cry along a lonely stretch of the passageway, 
where only one person, a tall boy a year or two older than Thisbe, passed her 
and gave her the tiniest look of sympathy before continuing. By the end of the 
day, her hopes had fallen deep into the pit of her stomach and suffocated. 
With them went the anger. Things had stayed the same after that. 

Today she was too tired to move. When she heard a noise at the lock in her 
door, she squeezed her eyes shut tightly, letting a tiny tear leak out before she 
pushed her sluggish self up. Mangrel, the crypt keeper, had arrived to order 
her around. The whey-faced old man appeared weak and frightened, but he 
wasn't—not in the slightest. Thisbe had found that out the hard way soon after 
her arrival when she'd still had some anger left rumbling inside her and she'd 
tried to use her sparks of magic on him. It didn’t work, and he’d knocked her 
headfirst into a pile of bones. 

Mangrel opened Thisbe’s crypt and entered with some water. Three of the 
Revinir’s soldiers, wearing blue uniforms, pushed their way inside too. One of 
them was armed with a branding iron. Before Thisbe knew what was 
happening, two of the soldiers tackled her and held her face against the dirt 
floor. The third jabbed at the back of her neck with the iron. The force of it 
pressed her nose flat in the dirt so she couldn't breathe without sucking in 
bone dust. She felt a piercing fire on her skin, and she struggled and coughed 
and cried out. “Stop! Let go of me!” Sparks flew from her eyes, but they merely 
hit the dirt and did no damage other than to bounce back up at her and singe 
her own eyebrows. 

The soldiers released her, and Mangrel yanked her to her feet. When she 
stopped yelling and wiped the snotty, tearstained dirt from her face, he gruffly 
pointed out the bone he wanted her to deliver to the testing room that day. 


He let go of her arm and retreated with the soldiers, leaving the door open for 
the day. Wild with pain, Thisbe lunged after them into the hallway, trying to 
call up the courage to strike one of them dead. As in the past, she didn’t do it, 
but her reasoning was different this time. She’d reached the point of being 
desperate enough. And she could hardly care anymore about taking some 
horrible person's life. But after all shed been through, Thisbe realized her 
ability to kill people was more than a little complicated, especially when she 
didn’t have a way to escape this place filled with soldiers once she unleashed a 
spell. 

Thisbe stopped herself in the hallway before they could catch her coming 
after them, and retreated to her crypt. After she cooled off a little, she knew 
her actions had been for the best. There were many more soldiers stationed 
out there at the nearest intersection of hallways. Sure, Thisbe might've 
managed to knock off one of them before the others got to her, but she’d spent 
a lot of time thinking about her magic in her solitude over the past days. She 
didn’t know if she was capable of firing more than one boom spell at a time— 
shed never done it before. If she couldn't, she didn’t know what the other 
soldiers would do to her. And what if she could? She still wouldn't be able to 
get them all. They’d eventually overpower her. And then where would she be? 
Dragged back to the castle and thrown into the dark dungeon, chained to a 
wall and sitting in a puddle of cold water for the rest of her life, like the old 
woman she'd been with? Or maybe the Revinir had someplace even worse than 
that here in the catacombs to punish her evildoing slaves. Here among the 
bones, at least, Thisbe was dry and could move around. 

The back of her neck throbbed with heat and pain. She fingered the edges 
of the burn gingerly as she walked toward the enormous pile of bones but 
couldn’t stand anything touching near the painful spot. She drank her water, 
pouring a little bit on her neck, but the liquid wasn’t cold enough to stop the 
burning sensation and only made it hurt worse. After a long moment of 
staring nowhere at nothing, Thisbe wearily started climbing up the bone pile 
to the large one Mangrel had pointed out. When she reached it, she began to 
work it from side to side, trying to wrench it free from the stack. She put 
every bit of strength she had into it and ignored her neck pain. Once she 
loosened the bone and pulled it out, she sent it skidding down the skeletal 
mountain to the floor. She made her way after it. 


Next she picked up her harness and fastened it to the dragon bone, then 
looped her arms through the other end, careful not to let the straps rub across 
her neck. She leaned forward and dragged the heavy load to the doorway, and 
looked left and right to see if anyone else was coming around the corner from 
the other crypts yet this morning. There wasn’t a soul in sight. She glanced at 
the faint red arrows among the other symbols on the walls, pointing slightly 
uphill, and wondered what the people of Grimere were doing above her head 
in the huge square, or in the mountains beyond. Were they going about their 
business as usual? Selling produce and strange creatures from aquariums, 
totally unaware that there were a dozen black-eyed children being kept as 
slaves underground by the evil Revinir? Or did they actually know what was 
going on? If so, why didn’t they care? Why didn’t they do something? What 
power did this woman have over them? Was it just the fact that she’d taken 
the dragons captive that made her more powerful than the king? It seemed 
like she and the king must have some sort of relationship—after all, the king 
was keeping the Revinir’s dragons in the castle. Maybe their combined power 
was more than the townspeople could fight off. 

Thisbe pulled her dragon bone into the hallway and started her uphill trek. 
From what she could tell, her crypt was near the center of the catacombs, 
below Dragonsmarche, where the Revinir had snatched her up and brought 
her underground through a large, moving tube. And as far as Thisbe knew, 
that was the only way in and out of the warren of tunnels. She’d overheard one 
soldier call the tube an elevator, and there were always six or eight guards 
stationed outside it. 

None of the other children seemed to even think about escaping. Their eyes 
were dead, and no wonder. Thisbe could see why they wouldn’t attempt to flee 
through the elevator, because it would be futile—there were too many guards. 
Mostly the other children roamed on their own, obediently completing their 
task as quickly as possible so they could get their meal of the day. Thisbe 
thought about all these things as she plodded along, trying to keep her mind 
from going to the dark place where she relived the horror of what had 
happened in the market. Wondering endlessly if Fifer was alive or dead. 
Wondering why no one had come back for her. 

As she trudged, she pressed her fingers into the corners of her eyes to stop 
the burning tears that threatened. She’d been abandoned. Did Thatcher and 


Simber think she was dead? Would they ever come back to search for her? 
And if they did, how would they possibly find her in this maze? 

When Thisbe heard a scraping sound growing steadily louder behind her, 
she looked over her shoulder. There was one of the other black-eyed prisoners 
like her. He seemed tall for his age. She’d seen him the other day when she'd 
been crying, and he'd appeared at least a little sympathetic. Her heart leaped 
at the thought of not being alone on the trek, but then it fell again when she 
remembered the girl who didn’t speak the same language Thisbe did. This boy 
probably didn’t either. 

He eyed her, his expression flickering when he caught sight of the fresh 
brand at the nape of her neck. He glanced around, then said something 
quickly and softly in a different language. 

Thisbe searched his face, wondering if somehow she could miraculously 
decipher the words by interpreting his expression. But it was useless. “I don’t 
know what you're saying,” she said helplessly. “Tm sorry.” 

He seemed surprised. “You speak . . . the language . . . of the dragons,” he 
said in halting words. 

Surprised, Thisbe stopped walking. “Yes,” she said, remembering that Dev 
had said the same thing to her. “Do you? I mean, obviously you do, but can you 
understand me? Why does the Revinir keep all of us here? Is there another 
exit?” 

“I can understand if you speak slower.” His lips were full and ruddy red, 
and they curved into a small smile. He held a calloused finger to them and 
whispered, “Let’s get past the guards at the next intersection. I'll catch up to 
you.” He urged Thisbe to go ahead, then waited to follow until she was a good 
distance in front of him. 

Thisbe entered a large intersection where several branches of the catacombs 
met in an open circular space. There were several like this along the way to the 
testing room, so she looked carefully for the arrows. Moving by a small group 
of guards, she kept her head lowered and forged down the correct passage. 

Ten minutes passed before the boy caught up to her. 

“We're safe now,” he said. “What is your name?” 

“Thisbe,” she said. “And yours?” 

“Rohan,” he said. “I’m sorry about your brand. It only aches wildly for a day 
or so, and then the thrum eases.” 


Rohan’s word choices were peculiar, Thisbe thought. And lovely, as if he'd 
chosen them from one of Lani’s poems. In a distant way he resembled Dey, 
with his black eyes and wavy hair, but his skin was more gray than brown, like 
driftwood dried on the shore of Artimé. It made Thisbe wonder how long it 
had been since he’d seen sunshine. 

“You and I are neighbors in the tombs,” he said. “We share a back wall. My 
crypt is behind yours.” He saw Thisbe’s surprise and explained, “I saw you 
come out of yours as I rounded the corner. No one has lived in that crypt 
before.” 

It was somehow comforting to know there was someone friendly on the 
other side of Thisbe’s back wall, though she was wary of trusting anyone in 
this world after her experience with Dev. Besides, as hopeless as she felt, she 
didn’t plan on staying here for long. “Is there any way out of here?” she asked. 
“Besides the . . . what’s it called? The tube thing?” 

“The elevator,” said Rohan. “Yes, there is one other easement that I know of. 
But luck comes with wings, and I’m afraid we're without luck.” 

“Oh,” said Thisbe, puzzled. She felt sad, but then her heart surged as she 
thought of the dragons. What if she could make herself some wings? She'd 
nearly done it before, and shed made an inanimate object—the bamboo 
prison grid—come alive. So surely she could meld wings to her own back 
almost as easily and bring them to life. She stopped suddenly, then reached 
around herself in a hug, trying to gauge how she'd be able to place heavy wings 
on her back and magically adhere them to herself. It seemed . . . difficult. 

“Do you need me to adjust your harness for you?” asked Rohan, stopping 
too. “It can be irritating if it doesn’t sit just right. Or is it your neck that’s 
hurting?” 

“Oh!” said Thisbe, and she felt her face grow warm. She dropped her hands 
quickly. “No, it’s nothing—I was just thinking about something else. Thank 
you.” She began moving again. “Where is the exit that requires wings to reach?” 

“It’s near the top of the climb, deep inside the mountains and near the lake, 
where the extracting room is situated. If no one’s around, I'll show you.” He 
held up a hand to caution her and said more quietly, “Here’s another 
intersection. Pll go first this time and wait for you.” 

Thisbe nodded. When she passed the soldiers and caught up with him on 
the other side, she asked, “Why are all these dragon bones down here? And 
what are they doing with them in the testing room?” 


Rohan looked at her, seeming surprised that she didn’t know. “These are the 
bones of the ancient dragon kings and queens of Grimere,” he said. “From 
when our black-eyed ancestors and the dragons ruled the land above us 
together in peace.” He looked around to make sure no one was in listening 
distance, then whispered, “The workers pull the magic out of the dragon bones 
for the Revinir. The story is that she was once magical, but her magic was 
stripped from her by a black-eyed child.” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?” 

“The Revinir found her way here and invaded the underworld of these 
ancient crypts. She started rebuilding her magical abilities by stealing the 
dormant properties from these bones. Once she took in the magic of the 
dragon bones, she lured young dragons and captured them, making them her 
slaves. Her power and notoriety grew, and slowly she recruited and built her 
army of soldiers. The king felt threatened by her power and decided to work 
with her, offering to house the dragons since they wouldn't fit down here, and 
she took him up on it, letting him use the dragons now and then. But their 
relationship is ... What’s the word? Tenuous. Not very strong, I guess you'd 


say.” 
Thisbe didn’t know what to think. 

Rohan went on. “She hates children, especially ones like us, who are 
descendants of the rulers.” He looked grim. “In this society it’s great sport to 
keep a black-eyed slave. But for the Revinir, it’s revenge on the little girl who 
stole her magic in the first place.” He paused and smiled. “Not to mention, I 
suppose she doesn’t want to break her ridiculous fingernails doing manual 
labor.” 

Thisbe’s lips parted, and her breath came in short bursts. “Revenge against 
the little black-eyed girl?” she whispered. “Thats why?” She could hardly 
believe it. 

As they continued on in silence, for some reason the stories Lani and Sky 
had told about the final battle with Artimé flooded Thisbe’s mind. At first she 
didn’t know why, and she couldn’t make sense of them. Then she remembered 
where she'd first heard about a woman with long curling fingernails. The one 
who'd hurt Alex. The one who'd sent those horrible ravens during the final 
battle. The Revinir . . . and Queen Eagala . . . Thisbe stopped walking suddenly as 
she pondered it. Could it be? The Revinir is Queen Eagala—who is supposed to be 
dead. She looked up at Rohan, and the blood drained from her face when she 


realized that the child who had stolen Queen Eagala’s magical powers . . . was 
Fifer. 





SS 


Luck Comes with Wings 


licbexeontnued walking alongside Rohan without saying anything about 
what she’d just figured out. They approached the next intersection, her mind 
awhirl. She knew from the stories Lani had written that Queen Eagala had 
died—she’d been sucked down by the volcanic Island of Fire. How could she 
possibly have survived that? And how had she gotten across the huge gorge 
that separated the worlds, especially without any magic? Had she latched onto 
the young dragons before they'd even left the world of the seven islands? Had 
they flown her across? 

Thisbe had known her whole life that Fifer had destroyed Eagala’s ravens 
with her scream. But from what Rohan had just told her, Fifer must have 
completely obliterated Eagala’s magic at the same time. The thought of Fifer 
having that much power was breathtaking. 

Back when Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth had arrived in the land of the dragons, 
Dev had told Thisbe that the black-eyed people were worth a lot as slaves 
because they had once been rulers. Apparently the Revinir had an additional 
reason to pick black-eyed children specifically—to get revenge on Fifer. Did 
the Revinir know who Thisbe was? Surely she'd seen Simber outside the 
elevator tube when she’d taken Thisbe captive—he was so recognizable, there 
was no way she could have missed him. Had she figured out her identity? 


Thisbe hadn’t seen the woman since the day of her capture, but she was 
growing more and more certain that the Revinir must at least suspect who she 
was. What did that mean for her? 

When Thisbe and Rohan met up again after the next intersection and were 
on their final leg of the journey to the testing room, Thisbe was filled with 
questions. “How many people with black eyes are there?” 

“In all of Grimere? Or down here?” 

“Both, I guess,” said Thisbe. 

“Not many,” said Rohan. “There are eleven of us in the catacombs, plus you. 
Many of our parents are dead or being held as slaves in various palaces and 
other kingdoms, both within and outside of Grimere. There are other lands 
beyond the forest that I’ve never been to, but I know some of our people and 
at least a few dragons, too, are hiding from the Revinir there.” 

Our people, thought Thisbe. Rohan considered her to be one of them. “So 
the Revinir has only taken over Grimere so far?” 

“Yes.” He glanced at her, as if puzzled that she wouldn't already be aware of 
that information. “What about you? You seem to know shockingly little about 
us, and you don’t speak the language of the commoners, which is strange. 
What part of Grimere are you from?” 

“Tm not actually from here,” Thisbe said a bit cautiously as she tried to 
figure out what things were safe to tell Rohan.Could she trust him? She'd been 
evasive in the past with Dev, but that was to protect the dragons. But the 
dragons didn’t seem to be part of the picture anymore. Still, Dev had burned 
her. Would Rohan be different? Thisbe didn’t see any reason to hide anything 
now. She was stuck down here with no allies—not a single friend. She 
shrugged and confessed, “I came from the land of the seven islands.” 

“Oh, you did? Intriguing!” 

“Have you heard of it?” 

“Yes, of course. The pirates come from there. It’s in all the history books.” 

“Books?” said Thisbe with a hopeful surge—perhaps there’d be something to 
do after all in the evenings. “Are there books here?” 

“Not here. In the village schools. I had them before the Revinir caught me.” 

“Oh.” Thisbe’s heart settled into disappointment. “That’s a shame. 1 like 
books. I don’t know what to do all evening except look at all the awful bones, 
or make up stories in my head and act them out. But there’s no place to write 
anything down.” 


Rohan smiled as if he’d like to see that play out inside a crypt. He pounded 
Thisbe with questions. “Tell me more about your world. It’s magical, isn’t it? 
Some of it, anyway? That’s where the Revinir came from too. I wonder how 
people do it—magic, I mean. It’s amazing to me. If only I could do something 
powerfully magical to break us all out of here... .” He trailed off. 

“How?” asked Thisbe. In the distance she could hear rushing water, which 
meant they were nearing the testing room. 

“However magic’s done. You'd know better than me, Id guess.” Rohan 
shrugged and put a finger to his lips. “I'll wait for you,” he whispered, then 
proceeded to the testing room to deliver his dragon bone. 

Thisbe waited a while, then went in after him. 

The cavelike room was set up as a big laboratory. The tables and machinery 
reminded Thisbe a little of what Ishibashi and the other scientists had in their 
greenhouse, only this was much bigger. The tools here were sharp, like picks, 
and used for extracting magic from bones for the Revinir. The workers wore 
ragged, loose clothing, more like the slaves than the soldiers who guarded the 
elevator exit and the intersections. Perhaps they were held against their will 
too. Thisbe tried to see if any of them had black eyes, but they kept their heads 
down. 

As Rohan exited without a glance her way, Thisbe brought her bone to an 
empty station and removed it from the harness, leaving it on the floor for the 
examiners to hoist up. Then she went to the pile of finished bones, chose the 
smallest one, and harnessed it to herself to drag back to her crypt. Before she 
left the room, she stopped for a ladleful of water from a bucket near the door 
and drank it down. It stopped her stomach from growling, at least for a few 
minutes. She was halfway to her meal. 

When she exited, there was no sign of Rohan. She ventured the way she'd 
come, this time following faint green arrows which pointed the way back, and 
tried not to appear like she was looking for anyone. She rounded the first 
corner, where the rushing water sound was most distinct, and heard a noise 
behind her. She turned and saw Rohan beckoning to her from a side hallway 
that had no markings but went steeply uphill. 

Making sure no one was around, Thisbe went toward him. 

“Swiftly,” he said when she reached him. The two went together up the 
passage as fast as they could go while dragging enormous dragon bones. 


The noise grew louder. Rohan moved fast with Thisbe huffing and puffing 
behind him, trying to keep up. He turned another corner, and Thisbe dug in 
after him. When she went around it and looked up, she stopped short. Her lips 
parted. Several yards in front of her, slicing across the passageway and 
appearing to cut straight through the rock walls and floor of the catacombs, 
was a wide, rushing river with stacks of buckets like the one in the extracting 
room nearby. But beyond the river was what took Thisbe’s breath away. It was 
the sky. 

“Oh my,” said Thisbe, her words lost in the roaring of the water. It seemed 
like ages since she'd seen the sky. She could see that there was a short bit of 
passageway on the other side of the river that led to a gaping opening in the 
rock wall, which wasn’t guarded by anyone at the moment. She took a few 
more steps. “How do you get across the river?” she shouted at Rohan. “And 
then... what?” 

“You don’t,” said Rohan, pointing to where the river disappeared below the 
wall. “The river never slows down, and look—if you tried to swim it, it would 
carry you away and slam you against the wall unless you were fully submerged. 
But no one knows where it leads or how far it travels under the stone. You 
could get trapped with no place to surface and drown in no time.” 

“Yikes,” said Thisbe. She eyeballed the distance across. It was way too far to 
try to jump. It was clear now why Rohan had said luck of escaping came with 
wings, for just like the space between the worlds, there was no other way to 
get to the exit. “No wonder the Revinir doesn’t bother to guard it. There’s no 
need.” 

“Precisely.” Rohan nodded. He tore his eyes away from the mesmerizing 
rush of water and glanced at Thisbe. “Even if we could get across, I think it’s a 
long way down the mountainside, considering how far uphill we travel to this 
part of the catacombs. The city is back where our crypts are—but we're inside 
a mountain now. And I’m not sure if you can see it, but the crater lake is just 
out there. I can only see the tip of the volcano from here.” 

Thisbe frowned. Rohan was a few inches taller than her. She stood on her 
tiptoes and could barely see what looked like the top of a volcano. 

“Here,” said Rohan, hastily checking to make sure no one had come their 
way. He unhooked Thisbe’s harness, then knelt and held out a hand. He tapped 
his knee with the other. “Step up here and see.” 


Thisbe quickly grabbed his hand and hopped up, and now she could see the 
lake surrounding the volcano. As she stood there marveling at it, and fretting 
over their distance and height from it, the volcano belched and exploded a 
giant ball of water into the air. A second later came a great boom that shook 
the floor. The ball of water separated and fell all around the volcano, slapping 
its sides and the surface of the lake. It was followed by a ball of fire that shot 
up and turned to smoke. Then the volcano shook and shot down under the 
water, disappearing. 

“Wow,” said Thisbe under her breath. It reminded her of the Island of Fire. 
“So that’s where that booming sound comes from?” She and Fifer and Seth had 
all heard it. 

Rohan nodded, and Thisbe stepped down. 

“Thanks,” she said, letting go of his hand and picking up her harness again. 
Her mind whirred with thoughts—if Simber could only find this entrance, 
they might have a chance! But was the opening big enough for his broad 
wingspan? Certainly this hallway wasn’t wide enough for Simber to glide in 
here. She stood for a moment as her hopes sank. Why was everything so 
impossible? 

She buckled the harness ropes to her chest, then turned around and gasped. 
Behind them stood the Revinir. Before Thisbe could try to stop herself, angry 
sparks shot from her eyes and struck the bone in her harness, breaking it in 
two. 





Forbidden Friendship 


Rohan froze, a look of bewilderment and fear on his face. His eyes darted 
between Thisbe and the Revinir. But the Revinir’s icy stare rested on Thisbe. 
Arms crossed, she moved her fingers, the long curling fingernails like weapons 
tapping against the rich velvet of her garment. “What is this?” she hissed. 
“Some sort of magic? So my hunch was correct about you. You're the little 
tyrant—” 

“No!” shouted Thisbe. Based on the Revinir’s reaction, disclosing her 
abilities seemed like an incredibly bad idea. “This bone was . . . well, it was 
cracked already from the extraction procedure. And it just broke.” 

The Revinir narrowed her eyes at Thisbe. “Hmm,” she said. “And a liar, too.” 

Thisbe recoiled. The Revinir had seen right through her. Flustered, she 
opened her mouth to reply, but the Revinir had turned to the boy. 

“Rohan!” snapped the woman. “What are you doing here with her?” 

“I—I—” he stammered. 

“It’s my fault,” Thisbe said, stepping forward. “I told him I wanted to 
escape, and he showed me this exit to prove to me that it’s impossible. That’s 
all. I understand now, and we're going back.” 

The Revinir studied Thisbe, as if trying to sense her motives. Then she 
raised an eyebrow. “You are an evil child,” she said matter-of-factly. 


Thisbe gasped. 


The woman continued. “Are you the one who destroyed my ravens? Or was 
that the dead one?” 

Thisbe’s heart flew to her throat. Was Fifer truly dead? She couldn't be. 
Thisbe would know it—she would feel it somehow. They were identical twins, 
after all, and they had a special connection just like their brothers, didn’t they? 
The Revinir had to be trying to scare her. Clearly the woman had figured out 
that Thisbe and Fifer were the twins from Artimé—probably because of 
Simber, as Thisbe had suspected before. As much as she wanted to cry out for 
information about Fifer, she knew she couldn’t. What was she supposed to say 
now? Pretend the woman was mistaken? 

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” Thisbe said as boldly as she could. 

The woman laughed. “Right,” she said. “Magical. Your age and that flying 
creature with you gave you away—I know exactly who you are.” 

“Then why would you ask?” Thisbe said hotly. She could feel Rohan’s eyes 
boring a hole in the side of her head, but she didn’t dare look at him. She 
didn’t want to get him into any more trouble. 

The Revinir didn’t respond. She stepped closer and continued to study 
Thisbe. “More evil than good, and magical, too,” she murmured. “Interesting.” 

Thisbe’s blood ran cold. “What did you say?” she said. 

The Revinir laughed again. “You may have stripped me of my magic once, 
but you won't do it again. I’m stronger than any of you now—your awful 
brother, too. I can’t wait for your people to come back for you so we can have 
a proper fight. Though you'd think they'd have come by now.” She tapped her 
pursed lips, looking troubled, but in a fake way. “Maybe they don’t want you 
back because you are such an evil thing.” 

“Stop saying that,” Thisbe warned. She could feel her anger building. Her 
fingers buzzed with heat and static. 

Rohan put a hand on her shoulder and leaned in. “She has to be bluffing. 
Don’t let her get to you,” he whispered, close enough for Thisbe to hear over 
the rushing river. 

The Revinir turned to Rohan. “You will not speak to this child ever again!” 
she spat out. Then she softened. “Stay away from her, my good boy—she’s more 
evil than good, and you know well enough not to associate with slaves like 
that.” 

Rohan flinched, but he didn’t respond. 


“How do you know I’m more evil?” Thisbe demanded. She didn’t like the 
way it sounded at all, and she didn’t believe it was true. “Youre making it up. 
Only dragons can tell that.” 

Just then there was a bit of commotion behind the Revinir as a squad of 
soldiers rounded the corner and came up to her. Quickly Thisbe focused on 
tamping down her anger—she couldn’t take on the lot of them with her fiery 
magic and had no idea what would happen to her if she tried. 

“You are a stupid child,” the Revinir said to Thisbe. “What do you think I 
do with the magic from the bones—throw it away? I am a dragon now, you 
fool. More of a dragon than the dragons themselves!” She turned to address the 
boy. “Rohan, I’m disappointed in you. Continue with your job and don’t let 
me catch you speaking to this one again. Go.” 

“But—” Rohan said, hesitating. 

“Now,” the Revinir said forcefully, and looked to the lead soldier of the 
group. He and the other soldiers reached for their weapons. 

Rohan gave Thisbe a helpless look. Without a word, he turned away in 
defeat and retreated down the passageway with his dragon bone, past the 
Revinir and the soldiers, and went around the corner to the main hallway. 

“Soldiers,” the Revinir said, still staring at Thisbe, “this girl has pointed out 
a very important issue to us. We will need to guard this entrance now that 
she’s here. Who knows what that flying statue can do or what sort of magic 
her people might have to enable them to climb up the cliff side and get across 
this river. Or what sort she has.” She looked at Thisbe’s broken dragon bone, 
then turned to the girl. “Drag these back to your crypt. Tomorrow you'll be 
tackling a different project ... with me.” 

Thisbe’s expression flickered with surprise. She worked her jaw and said 
nothing. 

“And don’t try anything with your little sparks,” warned the Revinir. “It’s 
only fair for me to tell you that you can’t hurt me. And TIl fight back with all 
the strength I’ve been saving up to kill your brother once and for all.” With 
that, she lifted the sleeve of her garment. Instead of skin on her bare arm, she 
had thick scales like a dragon. Thisbe recoiled and stared. Then a curl of gray 
smoke drifted from the Revinir’s nostrils and floated to the ceiling. She turned 
sharply and walked away. 

Pounded with such shocking revelations, Thisbe numbly obeyed. She 
fought to keep her wits about her, then rigged her harness to carry the two 


halves of the bones and made her way slowly past the soldiers and back to her 
crypt. 

As she walked, she dismissed the idea entirely that Fifer was dead. She 
refused to believe that manipulating woman. Instead she debated what else 
about her was most devastating—the Revinir’s obvious new magical dragon 
powers? Or that shed said Thisbe was evil? Or maybe it was the fact that 
Thisbe wouldn't be allowed to talk to Rohan ever again. Losing her new friend 
was a sharper blow than Thisbe expected—it left her alone once more. 


e e e 


That night after her meal, as Thisbe whiled away the hours locked in her crypt, 
she found herself looking at her short, ragged fingernails and thinking about 
her anger-induced magic. “You think I’m evil?” she muttered under her breath. 
“Pll show you evil.” She sat up and pointed at a nearby bone. Then she closed 
her eyes and concentrated, thinking about the Revinir and trying to make 
herself more and more angry at the horrid woman. When she could feel her 
blood about to boil, Thisbe flung her fingers in the direction of the bone and 
shouted, “Fire!” 

Her fingers and eyes sparked. She leaned forward, thinking of how the 
Revinir had said so callously that Fifer was dead. And then how she'd 
threatened Alex and the people of Artimé. “Fire!” she said again. More sparks 
came out, but they didn’t hit the mark. 

Thisbe growled under her breath. She had to be able to do this. There was 
no other choice. She thought hard about the books Lani had written, about 
how the Revinir, as Queen Eagala, had fought against Alex and injured him so 
badly it had changed his life. “You wrecked my brother,” she stewed, picturing 
the fight scene. “You'd better stay away from my family!” She leaped to her 
feet, took a few steps back, and struck out with her hands at the bone before 
her. “Fire!” she cried. 

Fiery arrows burst from her fingertips and slammed into the bone, making 
it fly back against the wall. It bounced off and rebounded, hitting Thisbe’s 
head and knocking her to the ground, senseless. The bone landed next to her 
and broke into pieces. Thisbe groaned and rolled to her side. Everything went 


black. 


Moments later, three sharp taps came from the other side of her back wall. 
But Thisbe was out cold, and she didn’t hear them. 

In the morning, Mangrel came to get her and bring her to the Revinir’s 
chambers. 





Private Lessons 


Fifer woke with a start. Where was she? She blinked a few times as the ceiling 
of the hospital ward came into focus. Then she pushed herself up on one elbow 
and looked around. Seth had gone to bed at Crow’s urging, and Henry wasn’t 
around. Only Crow was sitting in a chair nearby. 

“Hey, Fife,” he said. Because Alex was busy preparing for the rescue, and 
Scarlet was comforting Crow’s mother on Warbler, Crow had decided to stay 
in Artimé until he was convinced Fifer was okay. Here at least he could keep 
tabs on what was happening, because once he left for Warbler, communication 
with Artime would be limited. He smiled and got out of his chair to stand 
nearer to Fifer. “How are you feeling?” 

“I'm... okay,” she said. She looked beyond him as Florence came into the 
hospital ward. 

The warrior approached the bed and stood next to Crow, towering over 
him. “Oh good, Fifer, you're awake. You look a lot healthier with your eyes 
open.” 

“I suppose that makes sense,” Fifer murmured. Her mind still felt a bit 
fuzzy, and her body ached all over. She looked down at herself and saw dozens 
of wounds that were in various stages of healing. 

The only thing Fifer recalled about being home was a momentary face-to- 
face talk with Alex, and she had no idea how long ago it had taken place. 
Before that, she could remember being tied to a post in Dragonsmarche, 


seeing Simber flying toward her, then being pelted with shards of glass. 
Everything after that moment was blurry, but she knew Simber had swooped 
in with Thatcher to take her away, and she had a distant memory of the giant 
glass aquarium in the market square growing small and dark as they soared off. 
She could recall nothing of the journey home, which wasn’t all bad, since no 
one really enjoyed the long stretch of days flying over the sea. 

Her stomach growled, and she recalled how awfully hungry and wet and 
tired she and Seth and Thisbe had gotten on the way to the land of the 
dragons. Suddenly some of the conversation she’d had with Alex returned to 
her, and her heart plummeted. Seth had been here too, but ... She looked up 
sharply. “Where’s Thisbe?” 

Crow and Florence exchanged a concerned glance. Didn’t Fifer remember 
what Alex had told her the previous day? Crow gently sat on the edge of her 
bed and explained everything to her from the beginning. 

By the time he was done, Fifer was crying inconsolably. Nothing anyone 
could say brought her comfort. Eventually she grew quiet and remained that 
way, staring at the ceiling for a long time while Crow and Florence stayed 
nearby, worrying over her. 

Some time later, Fifer struggled and sat up. “Tm going to help find her.” She 
threw the bedcovers off. 

Crow objected. “You're still pretty weak to be getting out of bed. Take it 
slow. Nobody’s going anywhere right now. Not for a while. They need to 
prepare.” 

Florence pressed her lips together and frowned. “Fifer, I'm afraid you're 
staying home when they do go after your sister. Alex won't allow it.” 

“Too bad for Alex,” Fifer said. Her eyes turned steely. “I know Thisbe best 
of anyone. I'll be able to find her.” 

Crow shook his head. “It’s already been decided.” 

“Without me?” Fifer reached out and put a weak hand on his arm. “Crow,” 
she pleaded, “you know Thisbe and me better than even Alex does—she and I 
do everything together. We've never been separated like this. I'll be able to find 
her. I'm not joking around.” 

Crow lowered his gaze. “It’s not my call.” 

Fifer turned to Florence. “Please. Just teach me some basics and give me a 
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component vest and TIl be a better mage than all of them. You know I will be 


Florence closed her eyes and sighed. “I don’t know if I should do that 
without Alex’s okay. But... I'll see what I can do. Don’t count on anything. 
Alex is very stubborn. And he’s worried about losing you on top of Thisbe and 
Sky. But I'll talk to him again.” 

“When are they going back to find her?” 

“A few weeks. We're taking some time to prepare and train first.” 

“But isn’t Thisbe in danger?” 

“We don’t think the Revinir will hurt her. And we know where she is.” 

Fifer leaned back into her pillows, already exhausted from the argument 
but not giving up. “This is ridiculous. You need me to go.” 

Crow looked at Florence too. “She’s right,” he said quietly. “She knows 
Thisbe best—and she’s powerful. With a little training she'd be a huge asset to 
the rescue team, if only Alex would let her.” 

Florence shook her head in frustration. “I wish I could convince him of 
that. Like I said, Pll do what I can. Just . . . just focus on getting better, Fifer. 
Okay? I've got to go check on the dragon-wing progress and set up some 
training time with Alex and the team. And now that Fifer is looking stronger, 
we'll see about Simber and you heading to Warbler—perhaps tomorrow?” 

Crow nodded. “That would be nice if Simber can get away.” 
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Later that day, as Fifer sat up in bed talking with Crow and eating heartily to 
help herself grow stronger, Florence reappeared at the hospital ward doorway 
and beckoned to Crow. He slipped out and joined her in the mansion’s 
massive entryway while Fifer looked on curiously. “What’s going on?” she 
called out. But Crow and Florence were having an intense conversation and 
didn’t hear her. 

Shortly after, Fifer saw Alex come down the stairs and join them. Florence 
and Alex went outside to the west side of the mansion, opposite the lawn, 
which was generally secluded and very private—almost no one frequented that 
side since it was small and bordered the former Quillitary grounds, which 
didn’t offer pleasant reminders to the people of Artimé even though they were 
at peace with Quill now. 

Crow returned to the hospital ward. “Florence wants us to go to the west 
window,” he said quietly. “Are you feeling up to it? I'll carry you.” 


“Sure!” said Fifer, eager to do something less boring than lying in bed. 
“What are they doing?” 

“You'll see.” 

Fifer set her plate on her bedside table. Crow scooped her up and carried 
her out of the ward and across the entryway to a window that faced the west 
lawn. “Stay hidden now,” he said. “We don’t want Alex to see you. But watch 
closely. Florence told me she’s starting training from scratch with Alex so she 
can teach him how to strengthen and use his right arm as deftly as he once 
used his left.” 

“Are you serious?” Fifer breathed. “That’s wonderful! I’m surprised he’s 
willing to do it.” She'd only seen Alex do a few spells in her lifetime because 
he’d discovered the hard way that Fifer and Thisbe could learn magic just by 
watching, unlike others who had to try things multiple times to have success. 
Not to mention Alex refused to do much because of his injury. He'd tried on 
his own to do magic right-handed, but had eventually given up in frustration 
because he knew he'd never be as good as before. Now he looked like a young 
Unwanted sent from Quill, learning how to use his creativity to perform 
magical spells. 

“He must really want it for Thisbe’s sake,” murmured Crow. “I mean, to let 
go of his pride in order to train like this—like he’s brand new at it—it’s quite a 
shock. But it’s because he loves you two so much. I know he doesn’t always 
show it. But he’s showing it now, isn’t he?” 

Tears sprang to Fifer’s eyes, and she nodded. 

They continued watching, fascinated, as Florence stood outside in the 
shadow of the mansion with Alex. She worked with him on using his right 
arm, bringing it through the complete range of motion necessary to release a 
proper throw. Over and over she led him to complete it, without holding any 
spell components. He stopped once and argued, making Fifer and Crow 
wonder if this would be the premature end of his training, but then he let out 
a frustrated sigh and went at it again. After a while, Florence had him do it on 
his own while she cast a critical eye and corrected him over the most minute 
errors. 

Fifer watched intently, then gingerly mimicked the action, trying to do 
exactly what Florence was teaching Alex. 

An hour passed and Alex got upset again by Florence’s nitpicking. But 
again he apologized and continued, determined. 


“What's gotten into him?” said Fifer. “He must be so tired by now. And he’s 
not giving up, even though he’s not very good.” 

“He doesn’t want to mess up the rescue mission,” Crow surmised. “He’s bent 
on going, and he can’t bear to be the one who flubs up everything.” 

“He should let me train and go along with them,” Fifer grumbled. “I won't 
flub up.” 

“You're training right now, aren't you?” asked Crow. “I know that’s why 
Florence wanted you to watch—so you can learn the basics. She’s going to be 
doing a training session on the lawn later with the whole team and you can 
watch then, too, as long as Alex doesn’t see you.” 

“Not on the Island of Legends?” 

“No. Florence made some excuse that they don’t have time to waste 
traveling back and forth.” 

Fifer smiled. “I know Florence is doing this secretly for me, and she could 
get into trouble with Alex. But I want people to know I’m old enough now and 
see that I’m training. I want to wear my very own component vest, like Seth, 
and walk around without people being scared I'm going to make dishes 
explode in their faces or birds rain down on them. I want to know how ail the 
spells work, and I want to use them to save my sister!” 

“You'll get there soon enough. Thirteen is only months away.” 

“A lot of months.” Before Fifer could fire off more of a retort, they heard a 
footstep in the hall and saw Seth coming toward them. “Hey,” he said, a smile 
breaking out on his face. “There you are. I saw your bed in the hospital ward 
was empty, and I’ve been looking all over for you.” He wore his freshly cleaned 
component vest, its pockets bulging. 

Fifer eyed him, feeling a twinge of jealousy. “Hi,” she said. “Shh. We're 
watching Alex learn to do magic.” 

Seth snorted, as if the idea were preposterous. “He’s the head mage. He’s 
supposed to be the most powerful magician we have. I don’t think he needs to 
learn anything.” 

Fifer raised an eyebrow. “Of course he knows the spells, but he can’t cast 
them very well. He’s relearning that part.” 

“Finally,” said Seth. “Tm glad.” Then he grew troubled. “With Thisbe and 
Sky gone, he must feel really terrible. Worse than any of us.” 

Fifer blinked back tears. The news that Thisbe was still back in the land of 
the dragons had been shocking enough, but learning of Sky’s tragic 


disappearance had been horrifying. Nobody would say out loud that she had 
to be dead, but everyone suspected it. 

“Did you hear?” Seth asked her. “Simber says the Revinir is Queen Eagala.” 

Fifer nodded. Crow had told her that morning. 

Seth went on. “Maybe that’s why Alex wants to go so badly—so he can get 
revenge.” He watched out the window. Florence had Alex doing strength and 
resistance exercises now to build up his muscles. He was getting a full 
workout. 

“I don’t know,” said Crow. “But I think he really just wants to rescue Thisbe. 
He feels responsible for you three running away. That’s the way he is about 
everything.” He paused thoughtfully. “Though no doubt you're right too, Seth. 
If Eagala had done that to me... heck, J might even be taking magic lessons 
right now.” 

Fifer studied Crow, who often clued her and Thisbe and Seth in to the 
more nuanced things about Alex that they might have overlooked from their 
perspective. Crow had lived in Artimé since before Mr. Today, the previous 
head mage, had died, and he'd seen Alex in a very different light. 

“At least I get to go along and help,” said Seth, picking a bit of lint from his 
vest. 

Fifer whipped her head around to look at Seth. “What?” she shrieked. The 
window they were standing at popped and shattered. 

“Aw, crud!” muttered Crow. He grabbed Fifer and dove for cover; then he 
scrambled to his feet with her in his arms and ran, tripping and laughing, back 
to the hospital ward. A flock of birds soared into the mansion through the 
broken window. 

“Fifer!” shouted Alex from outside. 

“At least she’s alive!” Seth shouted back to him, then ducked and ran after 
Crow. 

The three of them huddled on Fifer’s bed, a feeling of doom replacing the 
ridiculousness of their mad dash to safety. What would Alex do if he knew 
they'd been watching him? Hopefully he wouldn’t suspect that—not with Fifer 
supposed to be stuck in bed. And it wasn’t unusual for her to be able to break 
a window from a distance. Perhaps he was feeling generous toward her today 
after all she’d been through. 

They waved away the birds that had gathered around. One of the larger 


ones, a falcon colored in beautiful jewel-toned feathers of red and purple, 


fluttered and landed on Fifer’s bedside table. It looked up expectantly. 

“Hi, bird,” said Fifer in a dull voice. She was tired of the useless flocks 
always appearing. Somehow this one’s presence had her missing Thisbe even 
more just because she wasn’t there to object to them. 

The bird bobbed its head, which made it appear like it was bowing. Fifer 
reached out gently and ran a finger down its long neck, admiring its shiny 
crimson and indigo feathers. It seemed to shimmer even more at her touch. 

“That’s the prettiest bird I’ve ever seen,” said Crow. 

Fifer nodded. “It’s big for a falcon, isn’t it? And the coloring is so unusual.” 

“Ishibashi told me these kinds of falcons have bunting feathers,” said Seth. 
“He said they just started showing up on his island and around here in the past 
several years—they’d never seen one before then. Now they have a big flock of 
them that live over there.” 

There were a few more of the large colorful falcons among the flock. Some 
of the other, smaller birds made their way back out of the mansion the way 
they came in, but the initial red-and-purple one remained on Fifer’s bedside 
table. With Thisbe not there to object, Fifer shrugged and stroked its feathers 
some more. The bird shimmered again. Then it began preening. 

“I think it likes you,” said Seth. 

Fifer fancied the idea of having it stay. “It’s my new pet,” she declared. “If it 
wants to be, I mean.” She turned to it and said earnestly, “You can come and 
go if you like. At least until someone fixes the window. And there’s always the 
door—if you stand there long enough, it’s bound to open eventually.” 

“Aren't you going to name it?” asked Crow. 

“We'll see if it stays,” said Fifer. “And TII think about it. But Pm not sure 
Thisbe will like me adopting a bird while she’s . . . away. It wouldn't be nice for 
her to come home to that.” None of them wondered aloud if Thisbe would 
indeed ever come home, but the thought crossed their minds. 

After a minute Fifer gave Seth a pained look as she remembered what he 
had announced before the incident with the broken window. “So they’re 
leaving me here and taking you with them,” she said. It was more of an 
accusation than a question. 

“Yes,” said Seth, appropriately abashed. 

“I can't believe you actually want to go,” said Fifer, “considering our 
experience. I mean, you didn’t exactly enjoy yourself.” 

“But this time we'll have real mages. And Simber.” 


Fifer gave him a withering look. 

“I won't have any fun without you, though.” Seth didn’t say more, and the 
three slipped into an uneasy silence. Fifer moved the small stack of books on 
the table so the bird had more room, and then she got under the covers. 
“Looks like Alex isn’t too mad about the window. If he’s not coming to holler 
at me, I think I should take a nap so I can get better.” 

Seth and Crow took that as their cue to leave. They said their good-byes 
and went out of the hospital ward, leaving Fifer quite alone with the falcon 
and her thoughts. She turned to face the wall, but she didn’t sleep. Her mind 
mulled over Thisbe, and birds, and magic, and Sky, and component vests, and 
mostly about how Seth was allowed to go on the rescue mission but she wasn’t. 
And her heart didn’t know which way to go with it all. 





A Major Clash 


isbe wai dan the Resinirs-oureichambertonmore than awe hours, alone 
except for a couple of soldiers. She’d had plenty of time to roam around the 
vast, parlorlike room, looking at a variety of artwork and sculptures made 
from bones. There were carvings out of individual bones and larger works 
constructed from multiple bones. And there were picture frames constructed 
from bones connected at the corners by golden thorns. 

In the center of the room there was a small dragon skeleton completely 
assembled. It must have been from a young hatchling, and it upset Thisbe 
more than she expected. She couldn’t look at it without growing emotional. 
What had happened to the poor young thing? And why would someone ever 
want to put that on display, as if they were proud that it had had an early 
demise? 

By the time the Revinir called Thisbe into her inner chamber, she’d decided 
she wasn’t going to blindly do whatever the woman wanted just because she 
was worried about what could happen to her. She was going to speak her mind 
and oppose the ruler at every turn. 

“So,” said the Revinir, her clothing today revealing dragon scales around 
her collarbones. “Here I am, face-to-face with my match from my weaker days. 
I hope you don’t think you can destroy this magic.” 


Thisbe’s face burned, but she wasn’t going to let the woman intimidate her. 
Instead she asked sharply, “How can you hate dragons so much when you want 
to be one?” 

The Revinir looked surprised. Her face turned angry. “You don’t know me 
at all. I revere dragons.” 

“Then why would you use them as slaves?” 

“TIl ask the questions, thank you,” she retorted. “How did you do it?” 

“Do what?” 

“Destroy my magic?” 

Thisbe sighed. “Look, lady, that wasn’t even me, okay? Get your facts 
straight.” 

The Revinir stared at her. “You will respect me,” she said evenly. “Or you'll 
suffer.” 

“Tm already suffering quite a lot,” Thisbe pointed out. 

“You don’t know what suffering is,” the woman seethed. “You've had a very 
good life, I suspect. Unlike some.” She sniffed. 

Thisbe frowned. Was the Revinir trying to get Thisbe to feel sorry for her 
now? She wasn’t having it. As the woman droned on about her great reverence 
for enslaved dragons, Thisbe folded her arms across her chest and began 
plotting the woman's demise. 

First Thisbe would have to learn how to control her magic. Now that her 
bone runs were going faster, she had a few hours every night to do that. It 
might take a while to master it, but if she had anything, it was time. Then 
shed have to figure out how to take out the Revinir’s personal guards and 
probably Mangrel and the soldiers at the intersections near her crypt. 

Oof. That was a lot. And even then, if she was able to disarm and disable 
that group, including the Revinir, it didn’t mean the rest of the soldiers would 
do what she wanted. They'd certainly go after her. So, if there weren’t any who 
would pledge allegiance to Thisbe, she'd have to fight them as well. And she 
still didn’t have a way out, unless she injured the elevator guards too, or could 
get across the river. 

It felt like an impossible task. She certainly couldn’t do it alone—maybe 
some of the other slaves would help her if she could figure out how to 
communicate with them. Could Rohan help with that? If only there were a 
way to get a few of the soldiers to trust her, she might be able to deceive some 
of them long enough to get the other slaves and herself to the exit. 


But then what? All jump into the river and be swept under? Or 
miraculously manage to fight the current and get across, only to reach the exit 
and fall to their deaths trying to climb down the mountainside? 

It was a jumbled mess of ideas. She'd have to figure everything out later. For 
now, she tuned in to what the Revinir was saying. 

“And besides,” the woman said, “I like the idea of having someone else 
magical around to help me manage the other slav—I mean servants. I think 
you can be an asset to me. Since you are more evil than good, you'll be a good 
fit as my assistant. You won't have to drag bones anymore. And together we 
can work toward a common goal.” 

“What?” Thisbe’s eyes widened. What had she missed? “Work together?” she 
said, feeling suspicious, not to mention repulsed by the idea. “To do what?” 

“To take a stronger hold over this land. And others, too.” 

“Others?” 

“Other lands,” the Revinir said a bit impatiently. “Weren't you listening? 
You are more stupid than I thought.” 

“Tm not stupid. I—I just want to be sure I understood you,” said Thisbe. 
She thought for a moment, trying to make sense of it. “What other lands, 
exactly?” 

The Revinir scowled and didn’t answer. “You'll start now.” 

Thisbe blinked. She was pretty sure she knew what other lands the woman 
was talking about—the lands where other dragons and black-eyed people were 
hiding, which Rohan had mentioned. And she probably meant the world of 
the seven islands, too. “No I won't,” she said adamantly. “I don’t want to be 
your assistant. I’m not going to help you.” Her eyes sparked without warning, 
so she seized her chance to lean forward and look dangerous. “And if you try 
to make me,” she warned, “I'll destroy you, like my sister did once before.” 

The Revinir laughed. “You can’t.” But she seemed uneasy. She stood up and 
began to pace. “I’m presenting you with a great opportunity. Perhaps you need 
some time to think about it. I know it’s a big step. But we'd be much better 
working together than fighting each other. And since no one seems to care 
that you're here, well, maybe youll change your mind in time.” 

“That’s not true!” Thisbe said, getting up. Then she lowered her voice. 
“Don’t count on me changing my mind, ever.” 

The soldiers looked to the Revinir for direction. Frustrated, the woman 
waved at them to let the girl out. “Make her carry two bones a day,” she said. 


“Maybe that'll help her decide that a job as my assistant won't be so bad.” 

Thisbe frowned and tried not to let the Revinir see the tears that sprang to 
her eyes. Two bones a day? She hadn’t done anything to deserve this fate. And 
now things were getting worse. Her work had been doubled. How was she 
going to do that? There weren't enough hours in the day to do them one at a 
time. She’d have to pull them both at once. “You're mean!” she shouted as she 
left, pulling out of the grasp of the soldiers who tried to control her. “And 
you're the stupid one if you think making me do more work is going to 
convince me to be your assistant. It only makes me hate you more!” 
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Later, struggling with two bones, Thisbe got a few sympathetic looks from the 
other children, who'd ignored her until now. Rohan passed her early on, 
hesitating like he wanted to help her. But Thisbe was upset, and she didn’t feel 
like being helped at that moment, not even by Rohan. Plus, she didn’t want 
him to get caught after the Revinir forbade him from talking with her. She 
held his gaze, then looked away. After a moment, he whispered, “I’m sorry,” 
and continued on. 

By the time she'd reached the testing room and was on her way back to her 
crypt, again with two bones, Thisbe’s shoulders ached. The harness cut into her 
skin. How she wished she could be home in Artimé, going to dance and 
theater and learning mechanics and gardening from her nice brother, Aaron. 
But she was here with the evilest person in the world. She felt her anger 
simmering just below the surface, and occasionally tiny sparks shot from her 
eyes or her fingers. It was past time to embrace the destruction inside her and 
let it out. 

That night, after she nursed her aches, she practiced directing her magic. It 
came a little easier this time, and she managed not to knock herself out. She 
destroyed a small bone to pieces, missing it only twice before backing up a 
little and hitting it right where she intended to. 

When she'd used up the last of her energy after the long day, she prepared 
to sleep. And that’s when she heard the three sharp knocks on the back wall. 

Her eyes flew open, and then she realized who it must be. Despite feeling 
exhausted, Thisbe climbed up the bone pile, all the way to the small space 
along the back wall, near the ceiling. She picked up a bone—a dragon toe, it 


must have been—about the size of her forearm. She pounded the wall with it 
three times, and was surprised at the loud sound it made. She hadn’t expected 
that with solid rock. 

A moment later came the response. Two knocks this time. A warm feeling 
came over Thisbe. Two knocks—it felt like Rohan was saying “good night” in a 
secret language. It reminded her of the secret language Lani and Samheed had 
made up when they'd been captives on Warbler, only they’d been together and 
had used their fingers to tap in each other’s cupped hands. 

Pound, pound, Thisbe replied, and whispered, “Good night.” It might not be 
what Rohan had intended. It might be nothing but a way to feel human by 
communicating. But it was very comforting to Thisbe to think it, so she did. 





Secret Training 


By the next day in Artimé, Henry’s magical medicines had done their job quite 
thoroughly, and he declared that Fifer was well enough to leave the hospital 
ward. No one but the falcon was around to celebrate it with her—Seth and 
Alex were in the middle of Magical Warrior Training on the lawn, and Crow 
had left to be with his mother and Scarlet on Warbler. Aaron had gone back 
to the Island of Shipwrecks by now so that Kaylee could be here to train. 

Fifer took the bird outside in case it wanted to fly away, but it stayed on 
her shoulder most of the time, only fluttering to the ground now and then to 
catch bugs or sip from dew on the grass. It seemed to want to stay with Fifer. 
But she still wasn’t sure it was a good idea to keep the poor bird trapped inside 
the mansion. So she set it down and urged it to fly away. Even as fond as she'd 
grown of it, she wanted it to be free to make the decision to stay with her or 
move along. 

Eventually the colorful falcon flew to a tree. Fifer, growing tired, went back 
inside. Noting the time, she took the tube to her theater class and sat in the 
shadows of the auditorium. Onstage Samheed and Ms. Claire Morning, who 
lived in Quill now but still taught music in Artime, directed some of the 
dancers for a new musical Lani and Samheed had written together. Thisbe was 
supposed to be in it, but her spot on the stage was glaringly empty. 


Before class ended, Fifer slipped out and went unnoticed back to the 
mansion’s entryway, then outside again to see if the bird was sitting there, but 
it wasn’t. Fifer saw Carina with Seth’s younger siblings, six-year-old Ava and 
five-year-old Lukas, starting to gather flower petals for the dragon wings. She 
sighed. If only she and Seth had had proper items to work with, Alex and the 
others wouldn’t have to remake the wings. 

It put Fifer in a foul mood. She felt like nobody really understood what she 
and Seth had gone through to make the new wings—all the pressure they'd 
faced with so little material. She went back inside and caught a glimpse of 
Alex and Florence through the west window, working outside on the private 
lawn again. Fifer pulled a stool from the kitchen so she could sit and watch the 
proceedings. 

Just like hed done the previous day, Alex was practicing his throwing 
technique. Sweat poured down his temples as he concentrated on an 
imaginary target. Ms. Octavia was out there today too, and Fifer watched, 
fascinated, as Alex graduated to using actual components. After some time 
doing that, Ms. Octavia bravely volunteered to play the part of the enemy, as 
many more-advanced mages of Artime often did for the sake of the ones in 
training. 

Alex wound up and flung a handful of scatterclips at Ms. Octavia. They 
veered wildly to one side and seemed unsure what their target was, then 
appeared to lose momentum. The thin pieces of metal sailed to the ground, 
doing nothing. “Buckets,” muttered Alex. He tried again and again, working 
hours to develop his skills. 

As Alex did so, Fifer paid vast attention and memorized everything. She 
took in the way Florence taught him to stand and wind up and flick his wrist 
and hook his elbow just so. Fifer soon slipped off her stool and imitated the 
movements. 

Every now and then, Florence glanced through the window to see if Fifer 
was there. But Fifer stayed back in the shadows. At one point she lifted her 
fingers and waved them, and Florence nodded satisfactorily. Florence was 
teaching her, too. On purpose. At least Fifer would be able to defend 
herself... if she ever got any components. Which wouldn’t happen until Alex 
said so, or until she turned thirteen. But she was using her time wisely now in 
preparation. 


After a while, when Florence switched to working with Alex on building 
his strength, Fifer went up to her room, where she hadn't spent any time since 
before she and Thisbe had left. It felt empty without Thisbe there. 

Fifer practiced her scatterclips throw a few times, mimicking what she'd 
seen Florence teach Alex. Then she found some loose buttons from a sweater 
that no longer fit her and ripped them off so she could pretend they were 
components. She threw them across the room at the wall, aiming for the 
center of her blackboard. They hit dead on. 

Desdemona surfaced, pushing her face from the screen. “What was that?” 
she said, trying to look all around. 

“Nothing,” said Fifer, hoping the buttons had fallen out of sight. “Sorry I 
bumped you.” 

“I heard you were back. I’m glad you're okay. I’m sorry about Thisbe.” 

“Thanks.” 

Desdemona raised an eyebrow, warning Fifer not to throw things at her 
again, then melted into the blackboard. Fifer picked up the buttons and put 
them in her pocket. She'd have to practice somewhere else. 

She went into her bedroom and looked out her window—the one that she 
and Thisbe had climbed out of—and watched as a small group of people and 
creatures gathered on the big lawn for what appeared to be a special session of 
Advanced Magical Warrior Training. 

Fifer placed her hand on the window. “Release,” she whispered, wanting to 
be able to hear what was happening. The glass pane melted away, and Fifer 
turned her ear toward the outside, hoping some of the verbal instructions 
would be carried on the wind all the way up to her room. 

Florence led the team in practicing their spells as they got ready to rescue 
Thisbe, and Fifer absorbed everything she could. 

Seth was down there with the more advanced mages, and that made Fifer 
feel bad again about Alex not letting her go with them. He was trying out a 
small red heart-shaped component for what seemed like the first time. Fifer 
guessed it was a heart attack spell—Seth had told her and Thisbe that the 
heart attack spell wasn’t something the beginning mages usually got to try, and 
he hadnt had any of those components before today. She was sure Florence 
and Carina and Alex had made an exception for Seth since he was going on 
the rescue. Fifer’s expression flickered. No exceptions were to be made for her. 


Just then Samheed sent off a handful of scatterclips with a wild throw, 
leaving him yelping in pain and holding his shoulder. The scatterclips struck 
Florence and sent her careering backward into the mansion wall, making the 
whole building shake. When Florence pulled herself out of the giant dent she'd 
made, she looked sternly at Samheed. 

“Sorry,” said Samheed meekly. “I think I pulled a muscle.” 

“You all need to do strength training too,” Florence declared. “Everybody 
drop and give me twenty push-ups.” 

Seth groaned and flopped to the ground, and Fifer could see he was already 
tired and sweaty by the way his blond hair stood up. He hated exercise. Fifer 
took a tiny bit of satisfaction from it, but not too much. 

Then Florence turned to Alex. “You see? This is why we have to take the 
time to train. There’s only one person I can think of who needs less training 
than any of you, but you won't let her go. So. Get moving.” 

Fifer’s lips parted. Florence was talking about her. Tears sprang to her eyes, 
and she strained to hear Alex’s response. 

“Okay, I get it,” Alex said begrudgingly. “We're all really out of practice. We 
want to get this right.” But he didn’t say anything about changing his mind to 
let Fifer go with them. Instead he frowned and eased to the ground to attempt 
twenty one-armed push-ups, and was already faltering by the time he finished 
the third one. 

After a moment Fifer stopped watching. She replaced the glass and sank 
onto her bed, her chin quivering. Across the room, Thisbe’s bed was empty 
and unmade from when they'd snuck out. Carina, Seth, Lani, Samheed, Alex, 
and Thatcher were all outside training. Even Talon and Kaylee were out there 
with their swords, all of them getting ready to rescue Thisbe. And Fifer would 
be stuck here alone, with only a little knowledge and a handful of useless shirt 
buttons. And a bird, maybe—unless it had decided to leave her too. It wasn’t 
fair. 

She fell into a restless sleep and was awakened by the sound of Desdemona 
calling to her. Bewildered, Fifer fought her way out of her sheets and rolled 
out of bed. She glanced out the window and saw that the training session was 
over, then staggered to the living area feeling woozy. “What is it?” 

The blackboard personality wore a puzzled look. “Seth sent a message. He 
says you should go outside the main entrance—there’s something on the front 
lawn you've got to see.” 





A Change of Heart 


Feeling a bit better after her nap, Fifer made her way down the grand mansion 
staircase, past Carina and her little ones in the entryway, who were back to 
collecting and stacking items for the new dragon wings. Fifer opened the huge 
entry door and went outside to look for Seth. Instantly a small flock of large 
red-and-purple falcons squawked and fluttered about, then settled around her. 
The one that had stayed with her earlier was front and center, strutting a 
little, then going right up to Fifer’s feet and flying up to land on her shoulder. 
She winced as its talons gripped her right where her wounds were healing. 
“Well, hello there. I see you've brought friends.” 

Seth came walking up behind the flock, an amused expression on his face. 
“I think your new bird wants to show you off.” 

“Weird, isn’t it?” said Fifer, but she was pleased. She turned to look at the 
bird. “What’s going on with you, Shimmer?” she murmured. The name seemed 
to fit. She petted it, making it shine brightly, then knelt in the grass, being 
careful not to startle the falcon on her shoulder. The other birds crowded 
around her, their necks darting out like pigeons going for seeds, trying to get 
Fifer to pet them, too. She did, and each of them shimmered extraordinarily 
brightly as well. 

Just then Alex rounded the corner of the quiet west side of the mansion 
with Florence. Had they done a second session today? He was training hard. 


Alex waved but kept going—he seemed like he didn’t want anyone to ask what 
he’d been doing. “It’s great to see you up and around! I've got to help with the 
wings,” he added apologetically, and slipped inside. But Florence stopped 
when she saw Fifer and Seth surrounded by birds, and went over to them. 
“How are you feeling, Fifer?” 

“A lot better. Just a little tired.” 

“You've been watching the side yard, havent you?” She nodded in the 
direction of where she and Alex had been working. 

Fifer nodded. “Yeah. Thanks,” she said quietly. “It means a lot that you trust 
me.” 

“As the Magical Warrior trainer, I made an executive decision. I want you 
to be able to defend yourself. But let’s not mention that to your brother just 


” 


yet. 
“Okay.” 


Florence took a closer look at the birds, who hadn’t scattered when she 
approached, which seemed odd since she was such a large presence. “And... 
these birds? Why are they shining like that? Did you make them do that?” 

“I didn’t do anything but pet them, I promise,” said Fifer a bit defensively, 
since she was used to people in Artime accusing her and Thisbe of doing 
magic when they weren't supposed to. 

Florence flashed a sympathetic smile. “It’s okay. I think you did something 
to them, though. Nothing bad.” She knelt and observed the birds. “Have you 
ever petted the birds before when they’ve come to you after one of your 
screams?” 

“I—I don’t know,” said Fifer. “I don’t think so. I’ve never really thought 
about it. I usually just shoo them away because Thisbe is afraid of them. But 
since she’s gone, I’ve let them stay . . . and now they don’t seem to want to 
leave.” She looked down at the birds. Thinking of Thisbe, Fifer was reminded 
of all the things she was worried about. She turned her face to Florence’s 
concerned gaze. “Any chance you've been able to convince Alex to let me go on 
the rescue?” 

Florence sighed. “Not yet.” She didn’t seem hopeful that she would succeed. 
“Tm trying.” 

“I know. I’m going to ask him myself,” she said. “I’m feeling better every 
day.” 

“TIl go with you if you want,” Seth offered. 


Fifer shrugged. She was still feeling a bit jealous of him, but maybe he 
could help. “Okay.” She lifted the bird off her shoulder and set it on the grass, 
then went inside with Seth right behind. They followed the noise to Ms. 
Octavia’s classroom, where Carina and Alex and a few others were just 
starting to assemble the first of many gorgeous wings for the dragons, sculpted 
from thick jungle vines and the finest cloth and prettiest flower petals in 
Artimé. 

Seth and Fifer looked at the beautiful creation, then glanced at each other, 
shook their heads, and laughed ruefully. “It’s so beautiful,” Fifer said, thinking 
of the horrid tree-branch-and-burlap-feed-bag wings they'd made back at the 
castle. 

“Tm almost embarrassed about what we did to those poor dragons’ wings,” 
said Seth. 

“Tm not,” Fifer declared. “We freed them. Who cares what they looked like 
as long as they worked.” She looked at her friend. “We did magic that only 
Alex had done before. You and me.” 

“That's true.” Seth and Fifer made their way through the various 
workstations to where Alex was standing, looking over Ms. Octavia’s sketches 
for each of the five young dragons. 

“Hi, Alex,” said Fifer. 

Alex smiled and looked up. “Hi. Feeling better? It’s nice to see you walking 
around.” 

“Yep. TIl be good enough to go with you to rescue Thisbe in a few weeks.” 

Alex squeezed his eyes shut and sighed deeply, ending it with a slight shake 
of the head. “Here we go,” he muttered. “Don’t you ever let up? The answer is 
no, Fife. You're staying home. No more discussion.” He turned back to the 
sketches. 

Fifer looked at him and suddenly felt exhausted. It wasn’t that she hadn't 
expected this response. And she'd planned to cajole and plead like she always 
did. Shed planned to list all the reasons why she was capable of going, why 
she'd be an asset to the team, why she of all people would be the absolute best 
person to have along because of her relationship with Thisbe and her 
experience in the land of the dragons and her magical strength. But for some 
reason, all those arguments became unbearably tiresome to repeat. Because 
this was Alex she was talking to. And the truth was that her reasoning 
wouldn’t work anyway. It would only result in a fight. 


Fifer couldn’t explain why, but right now she couldn't stand the thought of 
another heated argument with Alex. She narrowed her eyes and muttered 
something unintelligible, almost like she was having an argument with herself. 
It wasn’t worth it. 

After a moment Alex glanced at her, surprised she wasn’t saying anything. 

Fifer remained silent as something inside her twisted and ached and 
groaned in its unsettledness. Her lips parted and closed. And all she could do 
was stare at him, her eyes growing shiny, but this time she willed the tears 
away. She was done with those—done with that way of trying to convince her 
brother to let her do things. Sick and tired of the arguments that never 
changed his mind. Her whole body seemed heavily weighed down by this 
mundane method that wasn’t working, and she couldn't carry it anymore. 

Maybe it was because she was still recovering and feeling weak and tired. 
Maybe it was because Thisbe wasn’t there this time to help her. And maybe it 
was because Fifer finally found her own inner strength after what she’d gone 
through, and she'd realized that the harder she begged, the more Alex dug in 
his feet to oppose her. He didn’t understand that she had changed in the short 
time she'd been away. And he wasn’t trying to either—he’d hardly asked her 
any questions about what they’d accomplished, choosing to focus only on how 
they'd failed. And that wasn’t fair. But Fifer was done waiting for Alex to 
catch up to figuring out her level of ability. She was done being shot down. 
Forever. 

“Okay, Alex,” said Fifer quietly. She looked away, not wanting to see his 
look of victory. “Okay. I'm finished trying to get you to see my way. I am so 
much stronger and more capable than you think I am, but I’m done trying to 
convince you to see what you don’t want to see. And I’m tired of fighting you. 
You're wrong. And you're selfish and stubborn and you won't admit it. And 
I've had enough of that. So go do your thing with your team and leave me out 
of it, just like you planned. You'll realize once you get there that I could have 
helped you. But by then irll be too late.” She hesitated, then added, “And if 
you mess this up and it costs me my sister, I will never, ever forgive you. And I 
will focus on your failures just like you focus on mine.” 

Alex’s eyes widened in shock and pain, and for a moment he was too taken 
aback to reply. 

Seth poked Fifer’s arm to show her that others had paused in their work 
and turned to listen to their discussion. 


Alex set the sketches down and looked squarely at Fifer. “Of course 1 won’t 
mess up,” he said softly. “And Thisbe is my sister too,” he said. “I know you 
don’t think I can run things properly, but I can assure you we'll be going in 
extremely prepared. That’s why we’re taking all this time.” 

Fifer frowned. Is that what Alex thought? That Fifer didn’t think he was 
capable? She didn’t care to find out. Ignoring everyone, she whirled abruptly. 
Then she walked back the way she’d come, with Alex and the whole room 
staring after her in shock. 





River oF Tears 


Themexe tew days Thisbe threw herself into the task of dragging two bones a 
day. Her muscles ached, and she was sore where the harness cut into her skin, 
leaving her bruised and bloodied, but she didn’t let up. She knew that the 
faster she went, the more time she'd have in the evenings to work on her 
magical abilities. 

Every day she saw Rohan twice in passing—when he came up behind her 
on the way to the extraction laboratory and when he passed her again as he 
was coming back. He always offered a sympathetic smile, and at first he tried 
to help her, but she consistently refused. She didn’t want him to get caught, 
for one. But there was something else driving her refusal as well. Thisbe didn’t 
want help because she knew she could do it herself. Sure, it hurt. Sure, it took 
her longer. But she wasn’t incapable. And she didn’t want to feel like she owed 
anybody anything. And besides, she was growing stronger muscles all the time 
from it. That would help her when she took on the Revinir and the entire blue 
army once she was good and ready. It was like she was in training. 

Every night, after hours of concentrating on directing her magic accurately, 
Thisbe heard Rohan’s knocks on the back wall. He always began with three 
knocks and waited for Thisbe. She responded with three, or sometimes four. 
Then he with two, and she with two. Thisbe often made up words to match 
the initial three knocks. “How are you?” she imagined him saying, and she 


would respond with five knocks. “I am doing well.” Sometimes she imagined 
him saying, “I am here.” She’d respond with four knocks. “I am here too.” 

They'd always end the same way, though, with two knocks each. “Good 
night.” “Good night.” 

Often, after the satisfying final knocks, Thisbe would close her eyes and fall 
asleep imagining asking Rohan about their ritual the next day in the 
passageways. But the next day, she wouldn’t do it. For some reason it 
embarrassed her. What if he was just doing it out of boredom and thought she 
was making too much of it by imagining conversations to go with the knocks? 
What if he laughed at her? What if, out of the context of her lonely crypt, her 
imagining him saying “I am here” sounded as dumb as it did when she said it 
out loud in the passageway. It was enough to bring heat to her face. 
“Ridiculous,” she muttered. “Of course you're here. Where else would you be?” 

A few days later, as Thisbe passed the steep side hallway near the testing 
room, she realized no one was around. She hesitated, then took the risk and 
went up it toward the exit so she could have a closer look at the river—and 
have another glance at the sky she missed so much. She peered around the 
corner and saw a group of soldiers standing near the rushing river, guarding 
the path. 

One of the soldiers saw her. “Hey!” the woman shouted, then said 
something else in a different language. 

“I don’t understand you,” Thisbe said falteringly. 

“I said come over here. Did you understand that?” 

“Yes.” Thisbe was surprised to be called over, and a bit suspicious, but she 
really wanted a closer look. She didn’t think the soldiers would do anything 
bad to her without the Revinir’s command, so she felt safe enough to obey. She 
strained against her harness, dragging the bones up the steep incline, and 
approached. 

“Yes, ma'am?” Thisbe said as she got closer. None of these soldiers looked 
familiar. 

“What are you doing up here?” asked the soldier. “This hallway isn’t on your 
designated path.” 

“I know.” Thisbe looked up with as much respect as she could muster as she 
tried to come up with a plausible reason. “Tm . . . Pm just really thirsty. So I 
thought maybe I could stop for a drink at the river.” She tried not to appear 
like she was gauging the distance across the river and looking to see what it 


would take to get across it. It was far, that was for sure. Too far to swim with 
the water moving so fast. 

The woman waved her away. “Get on with you. Drink your water in the 
testing room or your crypt.” 

Thisbe dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry, maam. I will.” Her eye caught on a 
tarnished gold plaque on the rocky ground along the river’s edge. There were 
two words on it. 

“Aw, let her get a drink,” said one of the other soldiers, a man this time. 
“She’s just a pea, dragging twice her weight in bones. That isn’t fair, if you ask 
me. We can at least afford her some water.” 

Thisbe hesitated, strangely touched that he’d noticed her heavy load, and 
kept her eyes down, glad for the extra time it bought her to check things out. 
She focused on the plaque. It said RIVER TAVEER. 

“Watch it,” the female soldier warned her fellow guard. “Don’t be going 
soft.” 

“It’s only water,” muttered the man. “Forget it, then. Get on with you, kid.” 

Thisbe nodded and turned away. “Sorry.” 

“Aw, hang on,” said the woman impatiently, apparently softening herself. 
“Hurry up and get your drink. If you try anything, we'll shove you in the river. 
Those bones will sink you in an instant.” 

“Thanks.” Thisbe quickly moved to the rivers edge as the two soldiers 
hovered over her. She knelt on the golden plaque and slipped her hand in the 
cold clear water, watching it rush over her fingers for a moment as it chased 
along. She closed her eyes, feeling an unidentifiable pain of longing rip 
through her. It made her limbs tremble, and it almost took her breath away. 

“Hurry up!” said the woman again, and shoved the toe of her boot into 
Thisbe’s side. 

Thisbe gasped and opened her eyes. She began scooping water to her mouth 
as quickly as she could, letting some of it splash on her face. She sucked it 
down, refreshingly cold and clean and delicious, like the water in Artime. An 
unexpected sob escaped her, but the noise was covered by the roar of the river. 
She splashed more water on her face to cover all evidence of her sorrow. Then 
she rested her hand on the golden plaque, her fingertips slipping into the 
chiseled grooves of the letters, and another wretched sob came from out of 
nowhere. Thisbe’s insides were breaking, and she had no idea why. 

“That's enough,” said the woman, not as harshly. “Let’s go.” 


Thisbe choked and sobbed as she got to her feet. Tears and water blinding 
her, she shuddered in her overwhelming sorrow and stumbled blindly over the 
dragon bones, tangling up in her harness and nearly falling. The soldiers 
caught her by the elbows and set her on her feet. 

“Thank you,” she choked out. 

The soldiers, not knowing what to think, quickly released her and stood 
back awkwardly, their expressions conflicted. 

Thisbe dried her face on her sleeve and took a deep breath, trying to get her 
bearings. Then she yanked the bones around so they'd properly follow her. She 
fled as fast as she could, hurrying away with her head down and wondering 
how on earth she'd be able to escape this maze with that river so ominous. 
Why had the soldiers even let her get a drink in the first place? And what was 
happening to her insides that would force those sobs out at such an 
inopportune moment? 

The soldiers were silent as they watched her go, their faces flickering in 
ways they hadn't flickered in years under the Revinir’s rule. But Thisbe didn’t 
have the faintest clue. 





Breaking Down 


That evening was long and lonely. Somehow Thisbe had missed Rohan on his 
way back from the extraction room—he'd probably gone past while she’d been 
by the river sobbing like a two-year-old. She still didn’t know what had come 
over her. But there was a gnawing emptiness inside that wouldn’t go away and 
seemed to be growing larger. 

Of course she missed her sister and prayed she was alive, but she couldn't 
stand to dwell on Fifer, because it made her feel helpless and hopeless. And 
Thisbe felt so distanced from everyone else in Artime—where were they? Why 
had they left her here? She wished she could send a seek spell, but she didn’t 
have anything with her that was created by someone else—Fifer had the bit of 
script written by Seth. She was losing hope of ever knowing the answer. It 
made her feel numb all over. Perhaps that was how her body was protecting 
her—the numbness giving her the ability to survive and carry out her 
strenuous tasks. But today at the river a gaping wound had surfaced, and she 
hadn’t been able to tamp it down. Would the edges of it heal eventually? 
Would her numbness ever wear away? Or was Thisbe supposed to be grateful 
for it? 

She didn’t have it in her to work on her magic tonight. Instead she lay 
listlessly on the floor in the bone dust, eyes on the ceiling, wondering how 


many feet of rock stood between her and the moonlight. Wondering what 
would happen if she tried to break through the ceiling. Would it fall in on her? 
Crush her? It seemed likely. Did it matter? Thisbe’s eyes widened. Yes. Of 
course it mattered. She was not going to give up. 

She thought about her options of escape. Would she be better off trying to 
overcome the soldiers at the elevator? But she had no idea how to control it. 
Even if she could kill all the guards there, could she figure out quickly enough 
how to make it shoot upward and out of the catacombs before more soldiers 
came running? 

And what about Rohan? 

Thisbe blinked. She sat up. What about Rohan? And why did she even care? 
This escape was about her, and only her. She couldn’t worry about anyone else. 
Unless he could help somehow. But there was no way to really talk with him. 
No way to discuss a plan for any meaningful length of time. And she didn’t 
know if she could trust him to keep her secret. All they had were her 
imaginings of things said through knocks on the back wall. Not exactly 
reliable. 

And speaking of knocks on the back wall, there hadn’t been any tonight. 
Thisbe looked up at the place where she usually pounded, as if that would 
magically tell her why there was no sound coming from it. It felt late—late 
enough that Thisbe should already be asleep. But maybe time was passing 
more slowly than usual this evening. It was hard to tell. 

After a few more minutes, Thisbe felt sure it was much later than when 
Rohan usually pounded. Had something happened to him? She recalled that 
she'd seen him only once that day, when he'd passed her early in the morning. 
She got up, alarmed, and climbed up the bone hill. At the top, she picked up 
the dragon toe and pounded the wall three times. Then she waited, sure she'd 
hear a response. 

Several minutes passed, and Thisbe grew more worried. She pounded again, 
hearing an echo as if there were a hollow spot in the wall between them. There 
was no answer. Thisbe wanted to call out his name, but she was scared to do 
that in case anyone else might hear. Was Rohan okay? 

Maybe he was asleep—but why wouldn't he have pounded the wall first like 
always? Maybe he didn’t want to be her friend anymore. But that was 
ridiculous. They'd had a connection—they just couldn’t be seen acting like 
friends. 


Maybe he was injured. What if the Revinir had done something to him 
today? Or... what if he had escaped? 

That was ridiculous too. If he’d escaped, everyone would have been talking 
about it, rules tossed aside. 

As the minutes passed, Thisbe grew more and more worried that Rohan 
had been hurt or punished. She pounded a third time, and again there was no 
answer. 

Thisbe swallowed hard. She slipped and slid down the mountain of bones 
to her door and tugged at the cracks around the opening—there was no handle 
on the inside of her crypt. But it was useless trying to get out. There was no 
way to get the door open except from the outside. 

She whirled around, sparks soaring from her eyes as her anger heightened. 
“If she’s done something to you... ,” Thisbe muttered, a warning. She didn’t 
know what she’d do, but the Revinir would suffer. 

Thisbe aimed her gaze at the doorjamb and began to pummel it with 
powerful sparks. Little chunks of the door flew every which way. But after a 
minute she stopped. Even if she could get out of here, she’d have to chisel her 
way inside Rohan’s crypt too, and the soldiers would certainly get to her long 
before she succeeded. Plus, they’d hear her breaking down the door now and 
stop her from getting anywhere. 

Slowly she turned and looked at the back wall. “Of course!” she muttered. 
She slapped her forehead, wondering why she hadn’t thought of this before. 
Then she aimed her laser eyes on the back wall and thought about the Revinir. 
Fiery arrows flew and landed almost exactly where she wanted and left big 
divots—bigger than the kind shed been making from close range, which 
seemed odd. She scrambled up the bone mountain and began to pelt the wall 
with sparks, but they appeared to have less power and less effect than when 
she'd been standing farther away. She went down again and backed all the way 
up to the door. Then she aimed for the wall. 

Little chunks fell away, and then one particularly well-aimed shot split the 
rock wall and left a wide crevice over a two-foot space. “That’s the way,” Thisbe 
murmured. She kept summoning up her fury, pounding at the wall for several 
minutes until there was an indent more than a foot deep. But by then her 
sparks fizzled. She'd run out of energy and collapsed to the floor, exhausted. 
After she caught her breath, she climbed back up the bone mountain and used 
the dragon toe to pound inside the growing hole in the wall. A few pebbles 


and some dust gave way, but nothing more than that. She'd have to continue 
tomorrow when her strength returned and her magic recharged. 

She piled a bunch of already-extracted bones in front of the hole so the 
crypt keeper wouldn’t see what she’d done and slid wearily back down to her 
sleeping spot for the night. Worn out, she slept hard and woke up with a start 
when Mangrel opened the door in the morning. He gave her some water, 
pointed out the two bones she was to deliver that day, and left the door 
standing open as usual. 

Thisbe took longer to get ready this morning. She stood and watched out 
the doorway as some of the other children walked past, but her back-wall 
friend wasn’t among them. “Rohan—where is he? Do you know?” she'd whisper 
to the others, hoping they'd recognize his name, but they all shook their heads. 
The last one to go by was the girl who Thisbe had tried talking to early on. Her 
eyes widened in response. She whispered something in the common language, 
then brought her fingers to her neck and sliced the air across it. 

“What?” cried Thisbe, loud enough to make one of the soldiers at the 
nearest intersection turn to give her a warning look. She lowered her voice. 
“What did you say? What does that mean? Is he . . . dead?” 

But the girl, frightened by the soldiers, didn’t reply. She hurried on. 

Thisbe stared after her, more confused than ever. With a heavy heart, she 
set out. 





A Shocking Revelation 


Thisheslace-stace left hex straining to pull her load faster to make up time. Her 
mind was plagued with thoughts and worries about what could have happened 
to Rohan. She imagined all sorts of things: Rohan being taken away forever. 
Or maybe he was still in his crypt, ill or injured or something? He couldn’t 
possibly be dead. Or could he? Somehow, without him here, Thisbe became 
even more determined to figure out how she was going to get out of here and 
plot her escape. And to do that, she needed to be extra diligent and work on 
her magic even more. She was getting better and gaining control—she could 
tell chat much. She wished she had more variety in her abilities, but her inner 
magic seemed to be very focused on destruction using sparks and explosions. 
That didn’t give her a lot of options. 

As she dragged her bones through the catacombs, she planned her day. She 
would move as quickly as she could, and then as soon as the crypt keeper 
brought her dinner, shed gulp it down and start working. One thing she 
wanted to accomplish was to be able to do her magic without having to work 
herself into an angry lather first. And she wanted to find out even more about 
what she was capable of—what was the scope of her power? Just how big an 
explosion could she create? She also needed her spells to be automatic, well 
placed, and lethal. It was the only way she might be able to get out of here. 


Last night she'd figured out that the closer she was to her target, the weaker 
the effect of the spell, which seemed odd, but it was true. Being farther away 
made the spell more powerful and more accurate. She was limited by the size 
of her crypt in testing that out and didn’t know if there was an optimal 
distance—she knew that there had to be some point where she was too far 
away from a target to hit it, right? But with no space to test it, it might be a 
while before she could find that out. Perhaps if she reached a long stretch of 
passageway in the catacombs where there weren’t any soldiers or slaves she 
could try it out. Maybe if she snuck out in the other direction from her crypt, 
toward the castle, she could find a passageway less traveled. But would the 
soldiers suspect she had no business going that way? She'd have to risk it. And 
she had a decent chance of being able to protect herself now. Her aim was 
improving. Though she didn’t want to have to resort to that until she was 
ready to make her ultimate escape—it would most certainly get her captured if 
the Revinir found out just what she was capable of too soon. She needed to 
hide her abilities to keep the suspicion at a minimum. 

A big part of Thisbe wanted to fold up inside herself when she truly 
thought about having to hurt anyone—even the ones who had hurt her. She 
didn’t think it was in her nature to kill a person, even though she'd done it 
before by accident as a child. Indeed, there was a big part of her that denied 
she'd really have to go through with it. Perhaps there was another way to get 
out without having to leave any carnage behind. But if there was, she hadn’t 
thought of it yet. So she was determined to prepare. Also in the back of her 
mind was the unsettling reminder from the Revinir that she was more evil 
than good. Could it be true? Thisbe had lied multiple times, and it seemed like 
the Revinir could tell. Maybe being able to lie so easily really did make Thisbe 
an evil person—and here Thisbe had thought it was just her ability to be a 
good actor. But it seemed true—the Revinir had been somehow taking in 
dormant dragon magic for years, and that was one thing the dragons could tell 
about humans. Thisbe remembered how Hux had said Dev was exactly half 
and half. It didn’t seem surprising that the Revinir would be able to pick up 
that ability from the magic in the bones. Which made it more unsettling. 

Her mind lingered on Dev and their time together. Their relationship had 
been rocky, but they’d needed each other. They’d annoyed each other, done 
some rude things to each other, but there was something inherent in Dev that 


Thisbe had really liked. Then, abruptly, their relationship had ended without 


notice or fanfare. She’d probably never see him again. Now she'd made a friend 
who was nice and caring, and he was gone. Or dead. Or something horrible 
like that. 

She was so deep into her thoughts and plans that her journey to the 
extraction room seemed to go more quickly than usual. She was surprised 
when she reached the rushing sound of the river. Being nearly half done 
energized her, and she made the last leg of the journey at top speed. She 
deposited her bones next to empty stations, picked the two smallest of the 
ones that had already been worked on and hitched them to her harness, 
gulped downed a cup of water, and rushed out, nearly knocking someone flat 
in her haste. 

It was the Revinir. Behind her were her soldiers. 

“Ah, there you are,” the old woman said, keeping her balance nimbly with 
the help of the doorway. “I’ve been looking for you.” She narrowed her eyes. 
“Are you ready to work as my assistant yet? Opportunities abound. Mercenary 
options, no less.” 

“No way,” Thisbe said with contempt, though she didn’t know what 
mercenary meant. “Not in a million years.” 

“Ah well. It’s a pity youre going to miss out. I'll have to make do with my 
newly acquired servant, then, though unfortunately he’s not magically 
inclined. I would have preferred you.” She hesitated, then leaned forward, her 
fingernails clicking together. “What sort of magic can you do, exactly?” The 
Revinir sounded slimy, and it made Thisbe want to avoid her even more. 

“Nothing.” Thisbe shrugged, then tried to push past her. 

The Revinir put her scaly arm out to stop her. “I know you're lying. I’ve seen 
your sparks. Are you the one who killed the pirate captain? I think you are.” 

Thisbe said nothing, but her conscience twinged. She'd lied again like it was 
nothing. That was definitely something an evil person might do. 

“Also,” the Revinir went on, “I heard something very troubling about you. 
Sneaking around the river the other day, were you? Don’t do that again. You're 
forbidden. And I’ve instructed my soldiers that if they catch you trying that 
again, they're to take any means necessary to stop you.” 

Thisbe’s heart sank, but she tried not to let it show. “I won't. I was only 
thirsty.” 


“You know I don’t believe you.” 


Thisbe looked at the woman with contempt. “You don’t have to believe me.” 
She started forward again, then stopped. “Where’s Rohan?” she demanded, not 
expecting an answer. “What did you do to him?” 

“Oh, he’s busy elsewhere in the catacombs.” 

“He’s alive?” Thisbe held her breath and failed miserably at trying to look 
like she didn’t care. 

The Revinir raised an eyebrow. “Hmm. Interesting. My hunch was correct. 
You seem to care a great deal. I’m glad I separated you two.” 

Thisbe scowled but didn’t argue, and she tried more successfully this time 
not to let her intense feelings of relief be evident. “Did you make him your 
assistant or something?” 

“Rohan? Please. He’s only sixteen percent evil. Not nearly bad enough to 
work directly for me. Not like you. You're special.” She laughed, and a puff of 
gray smoke came out of her nostrils. “I just needed to keep you away from him. 
I prefer you only be around other children with whom you can’t communicate. 
That boy is just too educated and good to stay on this side of the catacombs. It 
means his work is much harder, certainly, but that couldnt be helped. Pll tell 
him you said sorry, since it’s you're fault he’s been moved—oh wait, no I won't. 
I'll tell him nothing of the sort. Perhaps TIl tell him you're dead.” She cackled. 
“And he'll believe me, because he’s so good. Oh, it’s fun to play with the good 
ones.” 

Thisbe looked at her in horror, feeling the rage boil up. The Revinir was an 
awful, horrid person. She glanced at the soldiers, feeling terribly tempted to 
strike the woman down—did they think she was horrible too? She couldn't 
tell. Their faces were blank. It was too risky. Plus, hadnt the Revinir said that 
she was somehow indestructible now? That had to be something to do with 
the dragon-bone magic. But obviously dragons could die somehow, or there 
wouldn’t be tons of their bones here. And Arabis and the others wouldn’t have 
been threatened. Thisbe eyed the woman, wondering where to direct the spell 
once she was ready to do so. Her throat, perhaps. There weren't any scales 
there. 

“You're thinking about trying to hurt me, arent you?” said the Revinir, 
searching Thisbe’s face. “I wouldn't try that if I were you. You won't succeed. 
I'll only get you thrown into the dungeon.” 

Thisbe’s heart leaped to her throat, but she narrowed her eyes and tried not 
to let on. “What dungeon?” 


“The one at the palace,” said the Revinir. “I’m told you enjoyed your time 
there, though, so I’m not terribly keen on sending you back.” 

Thisbe was so angry she could hardly breathe. She lifted her chin and held 
back from letting any emotion show. After too long of a pause, she said 
through gritted teeth, “May I pass, please? I have work to do.” 

The Revinir smiled. “Of course, dear. Enjoy your day, and do tell a soldier 
whenever you are ready to work with me as my assistant. I assure you we'll 
make a good pair.” 

“It won't ever happen,” said Thisbe. She pressed forward, leaning into her 
harness. 

“All right,” sang the Revinir, “if you say so. But you know what that means. 
Tomorrow you can start delivering three bones. Nice big juicy ones. The 
heaviest, which are overflowing with dragony magical goodness. It’s past time 
to make another bone broth.” She smiled condescendingly. “Ill convince you 
eventually.” 

Three bones? Thisbe felt like her brain was boiling. She closed her fists and 
her eyes to stop anything tragic from happening before she was ready and 
pushed past the soldiers, walking as fast as she could go and blinded by fury. 
But she couldn't escape the woman’s laughter, which rang in her ears. 

At least Rohan was alive. But how was she going to find him? 





A Breakthrough 
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supposed to drag three bones to the extraction room the next day when she'd 
hardly been able to drag two. She didn’t have time to whine about how her 
shoulders and back and knees ached from her job. 

She took the time to eat, of course. She was slowly growing thin on one 
meal a day, though her tray today seemed to have slightly more food than 
normal. Perhaps when the crypt keeper had heard about the Revinir’s insane 
order, hed felt sorry for her. If so, she’d take his pity and the extra food. She 
needed all the fuel she could get. 

Once she'd finished eating and was locked into her crypt for the night, 
Thisbe moved the stack of bones away from the hollow she’d made in the wall. 
Then she stood in the farthest corner away from it, near the door, and 
concentrated for several minutes, remembering the moment the Revinir had 
told her she had to take three bones tomorrow as punishment for not being 
willing to become her assistant. 

Thisbe knew three bones wouldn’t be the end of this punishment. The 
woman was trying to break her, to convince her to be her assistant, and so far 
it wasn't working. That wouldnt make the woman pleased at all. She'd keep 
adding more bones until Thisbe couldn't get the job done anymore and she'd 
have to give up. 


But the Revinir didn’t know Thisbe very well. She wasn’t going to give up. 
As the food fueled her body, Thisbe’s anger fueled her magic, and soon she 
could feel fire pulsing through her forearms. She opened her eyes, electricity 
sparking at her fingertips. She needed to test some things. First she tried the 
most minimal move she could think of. She flicked her forefinger against her 
thumb, sending a line of sparks shooting toward the hole in the back wall. 
They hit a little left of center and made small divots. A bit of dirt trickled out. 
“Okay, so a flick of the fingers probably would hurt someone but not destroy 
them,” Thisbe noted. 

Next Thisbe decided to test her strongest move to see what the difference 
would be. She pulled her arm back, then took a few steps for momentum and 
flung her arm forward, pointing her forefinger at the hole and yelling “Boom!” 

A fireball shot forth and slammed into the hole, making a small explosion 
that shook the walls and left a cloud of smoke and dust so thick Thisbe had to 
drop low to the ground to keep from choking. A piece of rock that had once 
been embedded in the wall came rolling down the bone pile at her, just 
missed, and slammed into the door behind her. Her sleeve was singed and 
smoking, and her forefinger burned in pain. She could see a blister forming on 
its tip. She cringed and sucked on it. “Well” she murmured, sitting on the 
floor and waiting for the smoke to clear, “that was pretty powerful.” 

After a moment she picked up a candle and climbed up the bone pile 
through the haze. At the back wall, she felt around the hole and peered in. She 
couldn't tell how deep it went. 

It was twice the diameter it had been before, easily wide enough for Thisbe 
to fit into if she curled up a little. She wrinkled her nose and shoved her head 
inside it, arm outstretched with the candle, trying to see what her magic had 
done. The candlelight flickered and shone in a circle, bouncing off the uneven 
walls of the hole. Thisbe crawled in and waved the smoke away. 

Just then she heard a noise behind her at the door. She froze, then quickly 
backed out of her tunnel. She dropped her candle and began shoving the bone 
pile back in place to cover the hole. 

Her door opened, and the crypt keeper looked inside. “What’s going on in 
here? Did you make that explosion? Where did all this smoke come from?” 

Thisbe stared down at him, hoping desperately that he couldn't see the 
gaping hole in the wall from his angle on the floor. “What?” she said weakly, 
stalling so she could think of an excuse. There was no use denying the smoke— 


it was obvious. “Oh, you mean this?” She waved her hand through the air and 
laughed a little. “It’s... really... nothing...” 

“It doesn’t look like nothing.” He took a step inside and tried to wave some 
of the haze out of the room so he could see better. “What did you do?” 

“I—I accidently set my clothes on fire with the candle,” said Thisbe 
sheepishly. “Tve been trying to sort the dragon bones. Used ones over here, you 
see, and the ones that haven’t been extracted go down toward the floor so 
they’re easier to get to. Anyway, I knocked over my candle when I was moving 
today’s bones up here and set my shirt on fire. Burned my finger, too. It hurts 
pretty bad.” 

“That wouldnt make that explosion sound,” the crypt keeper said, looking 
suspicious. “It rocked this whole section of the catacombs.” 

“Oh, that! I have no idea what that was,” said Thisbe. “I felt it too, but I 
didn’t have anything to do with that. Maybe it was an earthquake. That’s . . . 
actually ... what made me knock over my candle.” She coughed and waved the 
smoke aside. “Very startling.” 

The crypt keeper looked frightened, which puzzled Thisbe. But then his 
expression changed, and he narrowed his eyes at her. “The Revinir said you 
were more evil than good, which means you probably lie a lot.” 

Thisbe stared at him. He’d voiced her fears, and she didn’t like the sound of 
them. She gathered her wits. “With all due respect, sir,” she said, “perhaps the 
Revinir, who is the evilest person we've all met, is the one who is lying about 
my level of evilness. After all, you know she seems to have it in for me, don’t 
you?” 

The crypt keeper’s mouth opened but then closed again. He frowned, then 
said, “That’s true. And . . . it may be the smoke fogging my sensibilities, but I 
don’t think it’s fair what she’s doing to you.” He ducked his head and backed 
out of the crypt, then closed the door behind him. 

Thisbe stood silent, letting his sympathetic words exist and ring about the 
room, almost as if they became stronger because they were the last ones 
spoken. She picked up the candle. 

As time ticked forward without another interruption, she relaxed a bit and 
went back to rebuilding the bone pile, but she didn’t quite dare to explore the 
tunnel again in case Mangrel returned. 

She could hear little pieces of the wall continuing to break off and fall 
inside the hole behind her, but she ignored the noise and focused on swiftly 


finishing the bone pile. Since the door had been opened, a lot of the smoke 
had dissipated, which Thisbe realized in retrospect had probably been what 
had prevented the crypt keeper from seeing the gaping hole before she could 
finish hiding it. 

Soon Thisbe had constructed a significant cover in front of the hole. 
“There,” she said, placing one last bone. She took her candle and got ready to 
head back down, when she heard a sudden rushing sound of dirt and pebbles 
from inside the hole. She bent down and peered inside. When her eyes 
adjusted to the darkness, she realized she could see a tiny crack of light from 
the other side. 

After a moment, the crack split wide and someone pounded the rest of the 
wall away, revealing a candlelit face peering back at her. Rohan smiled wearily 
through the tunnel. “My goodness,” he said admiringly. “What a beautiful 
sculpture you've created while I was away. It almost appears as if you might 
have missed me a little.” 





A Heart-to-Heart 


Throwing caution to the wind and her candle to the bones, Thisbe dove into 
the tunnel and helped Rohan clear out his end of it. “You should build a pile 
too, so the tunnel can’t be seen from your door,” she said. “Pll help you.” 

Together they made quick work of it. When they were finished, they 
climbed back inside the tunnel and sat with their backs curling to the curve of 
the wall, facing each other in the short passageway that connected their 
rooms. Thisbe retrieved her candle, relit it, and set it between them, then 
peered at her friend. The shadows under his eyes seemed pronounced, and his 
eyes were weary. 

“Are you okay?” Thisbe asked him. 

“Tm pretty tired,” he said. 

“Do you want to go to sleep?” 

“Td rather talk with you.” 

Thisbe’s face burned, and she shifted the candle away from her so Rohan 
wouldn't be able to see the color rise to her cheeks. He had such a strange way 
of talking, unlike Seth or any other boy Thisbe had known. Definitely not like 
Dev. The way he said whatever he meant with no hesitation was as intriguing 
as some of his word choices. 

“Where have you been?” Thisbe asked. 

“Have you missed my rapping on your wall?” A smile played at his lips. “I 
was so glad you responded. I thought you might be angry with me.” 


“No, I wasn’t angry. I just didn’t want to get you in trouble by talking to 
you. But it seems like you got punished anyway. I’m sorry. So... where have 
you been?” she asked again. 

Rohan’s eyes glistened in the candlelight. “To the castle.” 

“On foot? All that way? How?” Thisbe remembered the lengthy ride she 
and Fifer had had from the castle to Dragonsmarche. It would take a 
tremendously long time to go that far on foot—at least a day. 

“Yes, on foot. And in fact, these catacombs lead all the way to the castle 
dungeon. I'd never gone that far before in that direction.” 

“What’s over there? Why did the Revinir have you go so far?” 

“The crypts of the ancient human rulers are over there. Our ancestors.” 

“Oh.” The statement weighed heavy on Thisbe. She’d never spent much time 
thinking about her ancestors before her time in the catacombs. She’d known 
little about her family’s past, other than that her parents had died when she 
was a toddler. Her mother had black eyes, which was where she and Fifer had 
gotten theirs. Had their mother come from here? Or perhaps her 
grandparents? There was no record of such things in Quill. No history. No 
writings or stories—it hadn't been allowed. The only record of her parents’ life 
and past had died with them. 

Rohan touched Thisbe’s singed sleeve. “Are you all right?” 

Thisbe pulled away from her thoughts and looked up. “Yes,” she said. “I’m 
just thinking about what you said. About your ... our .. . ancestors being 
buried a day’s journey away.” She swallowed hard and looked at him. “I don’t 
know any history of my family. Do you... I mean, are you sure... that ’m 
descended from rulers like you? I just don’t really feel like my family was... 
you know. Strong and noble like that. They . . . they weren't. I’m pretty sure.” 
All she could think about was how her parents had sent their creative son, 
Alex, to his death. How they might have done the same with her if that 
practice in Quill had continued. That didn’t seem noble at all. It seemed 
cowardly. 

Rohan pressed his lips together. “There was a time about forty years ago 
when our people were worried about being tortured and killed—the uprising 
was already happening. Some of our grandparents tried to save their children 
by sending them away from here. Perhaps your mother was one of them.” 

“But how would she have gotten over there? Across the gorge?” 

“The worlds were connected back then.” 


Thisbe blinked. “They were?” 

“Do you remember seeing the narrow waterfall that drops to nowhere off 
the side of the cliffs of Grimere?” 

Thisbe nodded. 

“It used to be a river that ran to the sea in your world. And your sea didn’t 
end in a waterfall spinning around your world. It butted up against our cliffs.” 

“What split the worlds apart?” 

“An earthquake. We have them now and then. Not to be confused with the 
volcano in the crater lake that rattles Grimere, of course.” Rohan’s voice was 
teasing. 

“Of course,” Thisbe said with a smile. “No wonder the crypt keeper looked 
freaked out when I suggested the big explosion earlier was an earthquake.” 

“Yes, you might get that stunned reaction from the older folk who 
remember the massive one. Sometimes they even react when the volcano in 
the lake erupts, even though they hear it all the time. According to my studies, 
a lot of people lost their lives.” He yawned and rested his head against the wall. 
His eyelids drooped. 

Thisbe wanted to know more about his studies, but she could tell he was 
exhausted. “When did you sleep last?” 

He murmured sleepily. “Two nights ago. My journey takes fifteen hours 
each way.” 

Thisbe stared. “With no sleep in between?” 

“The soldiers at the castle end offered to let me take an hour’s nap before I 
returned, but I said no.” 

“Why wouldn’t you want to rest in between?” asked Thisbe. It seemed crazy 
to not at least put his feet up for a while. 

Rohan opened one eye and looked at her with a lazy smile. “I needed to get 
back so I could knock on your wall.” 





Back in Artimé, Fifer’s abrupt change in behavior had Alex more than a little 
puzzled, but he kept himself as busy as possible in the following weeks to 
lessen the time he spent worrying over Sky and Thisbe. He and the team that 
was preparing to go on the rescue mission spent their days with Florence 
doing extensive Magical Warrior Training and exercises, and their evenings 
continuing to build the new larger wings for the dragons. 

After delivering Crow, Simber spoke to the dragons about helping their 
effort, leaving them with much to think about. They promised to have a 
decision by the time they came to get their new wings. 

Then Simber spent a couple of days circling the area around the Island of 
Fire, knowing his search for Sky was probably futile but somehow feeling like 
he had to do it in order to be sure for himself: He even dove under the water 
and discovered Spike still combing every inch of the depths of the sea, looking 
for her too. But there was no sign of their beloved Sky. Eventually Simber 
made his way home, and Spike did whatever she usually did in the great sea 
while waiting for Alex to call upon her. 

And then there was Fifer. She was rapidly regaining strength by the day 
until she was as good as new. Fifer’s interest in the falcons had her venturing 
out in the mornings to the private area of the lagoon. With Crow on Warbler 


Island unable to keep an eye on her, and with Alex and Seth busy preparing 
for their quest, Fifer found herself left very much alone. Except for the birds, 
of course. They went with her everywhere, and their numbers grew as the days 
went by. She began to talk with them about her worries over Thisbe, her 
frustrations over Alex, her sadness over Sky, and her deep desire to be treated 
like a real mage. The creatures seemed sympathetic and always appeared to be 
listening, which gave Fifer some comfort, even though she knew it wasn’t 
normal to think birds could understand her. Still, she wondered. 

Whenever Florence trained the veterans and Seth on the lawn, Fifer 
watched secretly from the edge of the jungle and learned the various 
components and how to use them. And when Alex and the others worked on 
the wings, Fifer began experimenting with training the birds and soon 
discovered they were fast learners. The first thing she taught them was to stay 
outside when she went into the mansion. Using spoken words and the Warbler 
sign language, of which most mages in Artimé knew at least a little, Fifer 
commanded them to stop and put out her hand in a signal to the birds, and 
then she ventured to open the door. If they tried to follow her, she'd 
reprimand them and do the hand signal and verbal cue again. They soon 
caught on, and when they did it right, Fifer praised them. 

The rest of Artimé was just glad the birds stopped trying to get inside the 
mansion, and they paid little mind to what else Fifer was doing. 

Soon Fifer had the grand falcons flying to and away from her at her 
command. Next she taught them to fetch things—a leaf, a small branch, or 
anything Fifer could find to toss in the jungle. The birds eventually learned to 
act only when Fifer was speaking directly to them, and soon she was able to 
get a specific group of birds to do what she commanded while the rest waited, 
straining and eager to be addressed too. 

She taught them to fly in a pattern following her hand movements. 
Sometimes she'd spend hours waving her hands like a conductor, directing the 
birds to swoop and soar and circle around. She got them to create shapes in 
the air—a circle, a triangle, a heart—and taught them all the hand signals and 
verbal cues that meant go, come, fetch, and more. 

When she grew bored with those commands, Fifer taught the birds to take 
hold of her by her clothing and fly her around the lagoon close to the ground. 
It was great entertainment, especially when Fifer was feeling bad about 
everything. It never ceased to cheer her up at least a little. 


In the evenings Fifer would leave the birds to roost in the trees. She'd go 
inside and retreat to her room, where she’d take her dinner alone because she 
didn’t want to sit with Alex or hear Seth and Lani and Samheed and the 
others go on and on about the rescue mission. 

She felt bad about it, but the truth was she just couldnt face Alex, 
especially after the way she'd left things with him. She knew he had to be 
hurting more than anyone about Sky, and of course he was worried about 
Thisbe. But Fifer couldn’t seem to get beyond his refusal to let her join them. 
She just couldn’t understand it. She'd already learned so much in her first trip 
away from Artime, and she had so much magical potential, but Alex was 
treating her like a baby. Hadn’t he noticed how much she'd grown since she 
and Thisbe and Seth had left? Didn’t he grasp the amazing things they'd done 
while they were away? Clearly he appreciated what Seth had done, but Seth 
would’ve accomplished none of it without Fifer. Alex was being impossible. 
And she couldn't stand to be around him or Seth right now. 


e e e 


On the day the young dragons returned to get their new wings, much of 
Artimé gathered around to witness the transformation. 

The first thing Alex did when they arrived was take Arabis aside. He had a 
question from the distant past that had been weighing heavily on his mind 
lately. “When you left our world ten years ago,” he said to her, “did Queen 
Eagala somehow travel with you to the land of the dragons?” 

“No,” said Arabis. “We went alone. Her ship had sunk weeks before we left. 
When we were captured and until you told us, we didn’t know Eagala was the 
Revinir—we'd never really had a good look at her before and hadn't realized 
the connection all these years.” 

Alex nodded, but appeared confounded by the answer. “Okay, thank you.” 
He looked over the water toward the west for a long moment. “It doesn’t make 
sense,” he muttered to himself. “How did she get there?” Then he turned 
abruptly back to Arabis. “Have you had a chance to think about joining us? 
Can you risk coming along?” 

Arabis nodded. “I’ve chosen to go with you. My brothers and sisters and 
mother and I have decided that one of us must go back and warn the ghost 
dragons in the land beyond Grimere.” 


“Ghost dragons?” 

“That is what they are called,” said Arabis with a bit of mystery. “They are 
in danger from the Revinir now that she has lost us. So I will help you get to 
your location and continue on a few hours’ journey from there. I'll deliver my 
message and return to the forest outside of Grimere as quickly as possible to 
hide until you are ready to return to the seven islands.” 

It wasn’t a perfect situation, but it was close enough. Alex poured out his 
gratefulness to Arabis, and she in turn voiced her thanks for the three children 
who'd freed them and given them the wings they needed to escape. 

Only one, Seth, was standing nearby, and Alex called him over. Seth 
flushed bright red. “You're welcome,” he said. 

“Shall we put on your beautiful new permanent wings now?” Alex asked the 
dragons, standing aside so they could inspect them along the shore. The orange 
dragon nodded regally and moved closer so Alex and the others could start the 
job. 

Fifer watched the gathering from afar, sitting on a log in the lagoon, her 
birds surrounding her. She couldn’t hear what was being said, but the crowd 
seemed to be very excited about the new wings. It made her a bit glum to 
think about how everyone had been spending so much time on constructing 
them and making such a big deal over these beautiful new wings and cringing 
over the ugly ones Fifer and Seth had made. If Alex and the others had only 
had sapling branches and burlap and a few scatterclips to pin the whole thing 
together, they wouldve made ugly wings too. It was an amazing 
accomplishment under really difficult circumstances, but nobody understood 
what they’d gone through. Maybe Fifer should start writing books about it like 
Lani had done so she could point out all the things everyone else thought were 
unimportant. And reveal the truth about Alex, who was nothing like the boy 
in Lani’s books. 


e e e 


Kaylee, who had come with Aaron to see the event, noticed immediately that 
her young sister-in-law, Fifer, was nowhere to be found. She left baby Daniel 
with Aaron and sought out Lani near the edge of the shore. 

“Have you seen Fifer?” Kaylee asked her. 


“I spied her earlier heading along the shoreline in that direction,” said Lani, 
pointing toward the lagoon. 

They could just barely see a human blob shape sitting there, with birds 
fluttering about. “Thanks,” said Kaylee. “I’m going to go talk to her.” 

“TIl come with you.” 

Kaylee strolled along the sand, and Lani rolled alongside her. Aaron had 
designed and crafted Lani’s sleek magical vehicle ten years before, after her 
legs had become paralyzed in the final battle, and he’d constantly made 
improvements to it in the years since so she could travel over a variety of 
terrains. The contraption embraced her around the hips and held her upright, 
giving support to the lower half of her body and keeping her hands free. 
Powered by concentration, it moved magically in compliance with her 
unspoken wishes unless she was particularly tired—then it sometimes veered 
off track. Now the vehicle struggled a little in the deep sand, but Lani 
powered it forward anyway, hopping up out of the sand to ride on the grass 
instead. Kaylee realized what was happening and stepped up on the grass too. 

Before long they reached Fifer. 

The girl looked up at them quizzically. “What are you doing out here?” The 
birds fluttered and settled. 

“May we join you?” asked Kaylee. 

“Sure, I guess,” said Fifer. 

Lani adjusted her wheeled vehicle and put her hands back to allow her to 
ease into a sitting position on the log next to Fifer. Kaylee sat on the other 
side of her and gazed out to where the crowd had spread in front of the 
mansion. 

“I haven't seen you around much lately,” said Lani. 

“I've been here,” said Fifer with a sniff. “Busy with my only friends.” 

Kaylee pressed her lips together to squelch a smile. “Aw, come on, kiddo. 
That doesn’t sound like you, feeling sorry for yourself. Are you doing all right? 
You must be so anxious about Thisbe. I know I am. We're going to find her, 
though. I won't leave there without her, I promise you that.” 

“I should be going with you,” said Fifer bitterly. “It’s not right. TIl be sitting 
here helpless.” 

Lani put her hand on top of Fifer’s. “I can only imagine how bad that feels.” 

Kaylee nodded. “Just so you know, I’ve talked to Aaron about it. He said 
Alex gets to decide these things because he’s the one taking responsibility for 


you. He thinks Alex is saying no because he can’t bear to lose anyone else, and 
I gotta be honest, I can’t fault him for caring. Still, Aaron tried to convince Al 
to let you go, if that makes you feel any better.” 

“Thanks, but not really.” Fifer blinked hard. “If you even manage to rescue 
her, I won't find out for days and days. It’s not fair.” She pressed the heels of 
her hands to her eyes to stop them from leaking, but it didn’t work. “Who 
took responsibility for you, Lani, when you were twelve?” she asked, knowing 
the answer. 

“I did,” said Lani softly. “But that was a different time and a different 
situation. I would have loved to have had my parents and Henry in my life 
then. I know it feels like Alex is smothering you, but at least be glad you have 
him. At least he cares and would do anything for you. He had no one. When 
we were purged from Quill, he lost everybody. Everyone, Fifer. And his 
parents—your parents—didn’t do anything to stop the governors from taking 
Alex away. It was horrible. I think he made a vow to himself to not stand idly 
by if you are in danger. To not be like your parents. So when you and Seth and 
Thisbe left, he fell apart. He thought he'd lost you. Now that he has you 
back . . . Well, he’s going a little overboard in protecting you, but like Kaylee, I 
honestly can’t say I blame him after what he’s been through. Do you know 
what I mean?” 

Fifer hadn’t thought about it quite like that. She often forgot how real the 
Purge was—it was more than just a story in a book. And it made her feel softer 
toward her brother—at least a little. But then she grew frustrated again. “The 
thing is,” she said impatiently, “I'm a great mage. I know how to do things 
now, only Alex didn’t witness any of those things. It’s because of us that those 
five dragons are here right now! Don’t you get it? I’m not just able to do things 
—I'm also really powerful! But nobody sees that. Nobody understands. They’re 
letting Seth go—why not me? Thisbe and I saved Seth's life like seventeen 
times!” 

Kaylee, who was watching Fifer’s impassioned speech, wore a troubled 
expression. “I suppose if Alex were in charge of Seth, he’d make him stay home 
too. But he’s not, and Carina thinks Seth will be useful.” 

“Not for the Dragonsmarche part,” Fifer argued, “which is where Thisbe is! 
Neither Seth nor Carina was there. But I was. I saw what happened.” Fifer 
stood abruptly and whirled around to face the women, making the birds 
scatter. The leader falcon fluttered to Fifer’s shoulder and began making a 


worried-sounding clicking noise by her ear, obviously sensing that she was 
upset. Fifer absently petted the bird and winced at how its claws pricked her 
skin, but she only felt more frustrated. “I can’t stand arguing about this 
anymore. I should have my component vest—I’ve earned it. I should be 
training with all of you instead of sneaking around learning all the spells 
behind Alex’s back—and yes, that’s exactly what I've been doing, and I don’t 
care who knows it. This whole thing is completely senseless, and you're all 
making a huge mistake by not bringing me with you.” She blew out a furious 
breath and dropped her arms to her sides. “Thanks for trying to help. I mean 
it. But I give up.” 

With that, Fifer stormed into the jungle. Her flock of birds squawked and 
followed her, leaving Lani and Kaylee sober and thoughtful. 

After a while, when the dragons had left to test their new perfect wings 
and the crowd had dispersed, the two young women went back to the 
mansion and found Alex. “You need to go after Fifer,” Kaylee said to him. “And 
talk to that girl. She’s distraught and you're not helping. Do it before we go. 
She needs you. Like, yesterday. So get a move on it.” 





Continuing Clashes 


An right,” Alex told Kaylee and Lani, though he looked like he couldn’t do one 
more thing. The hard training and wing making and stress of the losses were 
taking a toll, and he wasn’t sleeping well. But this was important. “I'll go look 
for Fifer.” 

Alex had been coasting on fumes for a few months, ever since Fifer and 
Thisbe had snuck off, and now he carried his weary body toward the jungle in 
search of his sister. His heart had been ripped from his chest and stomped on. 
First Thisbe, then Sky. He was having a hard time coping. He’d resorted to 
doing what hed done in the past when things were overwhelming—put his 
head down and work. Try to overcome another enormous obstacle. That was 
the way it always went. 

The last time something so personally tragic had caught him this 
unprepared was when Mr. Today had died and Artime had vanished. But at 
least then he'd had Sky. Now . . . well, she’d dragged his heart with her under 
the sea. 

He hadn’t been able to face the fact that she was dead. Despite all the 
evidence, there were a few puzzling details that kept him from losing all hope. 
Perhaps his mind was trying to protect him from totally breaking down while 
he was dealing with Thisbe’s abduction. But there was something concrete that 


left him with a shred of belief that Sky had somehow survived. A belief that 
stemmed from his archenemy, of all people—Queen Eagala. 

Ten years ago, the giant squid who lived under the Island of Legends had 
followed Queen Eagala’s ship and had watched it, with Eagala herself onboard, 
get sucked into the plunging volcano. Yet she was alive. If Queen Eagala had 
survived that, could Sky also survive? Or was she doomed without magic to 
help her? 

Alex had always known that Queen Eagala was magical, but he didn’t know 
the extent of her abilities. What he knew of her—the ability to cast a silence 
spell over her island and send a flock of ravens to try to peck out the eyes of 
the Warbler children who'd found refuge in Artimé—seemed relatively tame 
compared to the magic of Mr. Today, or Alex, or the other mages in Artimé. 

He also knew that despite being nonmagical, Sky, like many of Artime’s 
mages, could survive underwater for several minutes thanks to Ms. Octavia 
teaching them all how to utilize underwater breathing. So that added at least a 
little hope in her favor. 

But even if she'd survived the plunge, where had she gone? Simber, Pan, and 
Spike had all been searching the area for weeks with no sign of her. 

To the best of his knowledge, the ship Eagala had gone down in had never 
resurfaced. Even if it had, eventually it would’ve been seen by Pan or Spike, if 
not Simber. And they would have reported it. Perhaps the ship had been 
obliterated. It was the only explanation Alex could think of. But if it had been, 
how had Eagala survived that kind of beating? Especially when she couldn't 
swim? 

Somehow she'd done it, which left the possibility that Sky could do it too. 
If the world’s most evil person could survive, it seemed wrong that the world’s 
best soul mate couldn't. Sky was pure goodness. When Alex was emotional, she 
was steady. When Alex was frustrated, Sky had quietly found solutions. When 
Alex had wanted to give up on the Island of Fire and consider it a disastrous 
place to live, Sky had wanted to figure out why it moved the way it did and do 
something about it. Well... maybe Alex had been right about that one—it 
had been disastrous. Though Sky had been so close to figuring out its systems. 

“But how . . . ?” muttered Alex as he entered the jungle and began walking 
toward the depths to where the rock and Panther and the sharp-toothed dog 
lived. “How did Eagala survive that and get there? Shed had absolutely no 


means to do it. And, for that matter, didn’t the pirates do it too? Didn't they 
say years ago that they traded sea creatures somewhere else?” 

Alex was so lost in thought he walked within ten feet of Fifer, who'd been 
training her birds in a little clearing. 

With no place to hide, Fifer watched him and overheard part of his 
muttering, and it made her think of something. “There was a giant aquarium 
in Dragonsmarche,” she said, startling him. 

Alex looked up and spied her. “Oh,” he said. “There you are. I've been 
looking for you. An aquarium? What of it?” 

“You said something about pirates trading sea creatures, and that reminded 
me of the aquarium full of creatures in Dragonsmarche. Somebody else there 
said something about pirates trading sea creatures too. Do you think they’re 
the same pirates who used to live inside the Island of Fire?” 

Alex came over and sat down heavily next to her. “I don’t know—we killed 
a lot of them in the last battle. But I’m really starting to wonder if there’s 
another way to get to the land of the dragons other than by flying.” 

The mention of that brought something else to mind for Fifer. She recalled 
when she and Thisbe and Seth had been preparing to leave Artimé, they'd 
overheard Pan and Hux talking quietly about it. “I think there might be,” said 
Fifer thoughtfully. “Before we left, Hux asked Pan if she would search for 
them. ‘Like I told you?’ he said. “There has to be another way, Then Pan told 
Hux if there is another way, she'd find it. Maybe we should ask her.” 

“That sounds like a good idea,” said Alex. “Though she'd probably consider 
that one of her many secrets.” He leaned back against a tree and looked at her. 

Fifer eyed him back. His face was scruffy and his eyes red rimmed. “So what 
do you want?” she asked. “You said you were looking for me. I’m not doing 
anything wrong. I didn’t go deep into the jungle or anything.” 

Alex allowed a grim smile. “I know. It’s not about you being out here. It’s 
just . . . I feel like we need to clear the air a bit before I leave. I noticed you 
haven't been talking to me or eating dinner with me. And 1... I miss you. And 
I know you're upset, and I understand why.” 

Fifer narrowed her eyes. “And so you've changed your mind? You'll let me 
come with you?” 

“Oh, no. Not a chance. But I love you and I want you to know that. I can’t 
bear to lose you and—” 

“Alex, please. Knock it off” 


Alex raised an eyebrow. “Wh-what does that mean? ‘Knock it off?” 

“It means stop. It’s a Kaylee phrase.” 

“Clearly.” He folded his hands in front of him. “Anyway . . . I’m sorry. But 
I'm doing this for your safety.” 

“No, you're doing it because you don’t want to feel guilty if something 
happens to me. Tell the truth, Alex. You're being selfish.” 

Alex’s eyes burned. “I’m being selfish because I don’t want to feel any more 
pain if something happens to you! It has nothing to do with guilt.” 

“People have to feel pain sometimes, Alex!” Fifer got to her feet, furious. 
“You can’t keep me locked in Artimé forever!” 

“Tm not going to! But you're twelve!” 

Fifer sighed loudly. “Not this again.” 

“It’s a factor!” said Alex. He got up too. “You don’t get it right now. But 
someday, when you've experienced pain like I have—I hope that never 
happens, by the way, but if it does—you will understand. And we'll talk it over 
then.” 

Fifer fumed. “You. Are. Impossible!” Her yells startled the birds, and 
without thinking she yelled, “Attack!” and pointed at him. 

To Fifer’s great shock the falcons obeyed, and before she realized what she’d 
done, the birds were soaring at Alex, pecking him and grabbing at his clothing 
with their claws. “Aaargh!” Alex cried, flinging his arm over his face. “No! 
Release!” 

“Ack! Stop!” shouted Fifer. “Retreat! Birds, come back!” 

The birds obeyed again. 

Alex cautiously lowered his arm. He straightened his robe and ran a hand 
over his disheveled hair. Then he gave Fifer a withering look. “So that’s what 
you've been doing out here. Training birds to attack me.” 

“No, that’s not—I’m sorry!” Fifer said. “I didn’t mean it. I called them off. 
Are you... okay?” 

Alex worked his jaw. Then he shook his head, like he couldn’t stand to 
continue the conversation. They cared so much about each other, but they 
were miles apart in how they looked to the future. They were on complete 
opposite sides, and there was no backing down for either of them. As much as 
Alex hated to leave her on a sour note, he had little choice. “I love you,” he said 
again gruffly. “I just wanted you to know that in case anything happens to me 
on the journey.” 


“I love you too,” Fifer growled, kicking her foot against a tree root. “I just 
wish you weren't so stinking annoying.” 

“Likewise,” said Alex. He shook his head, giving up, and turned back 
toward Artimeé. “I’m going to talk to Pan like you suggested. I hope you'll be 
out in front of the mansion in the morning to say good-bye. If not for me, 
then at least for the others. This isn’t a game. Some of us might not come 
back.” 

Fifer worked her jaw and didn’t answer, but her stomach flipped. She knew 
it wasnt a game, but she hadn't really thought about that before. As she 
watched him walk away, she fought the urge to follow him, to jump on his 
back or hug him tightly. She wanted to tell him how sad she was. How scared 
she felt. But she and Alex had grown very far apart from all their conflicts, 
and she felt lost. 

Just then he stopped walking and turned around. Fifer’s heart surged. Had 
he changed his mind? 

“I forgot to tell you,” he said. “Aaron is going to stay behind so there’s 
someone to take care of you and Daniel.” 

Fifer sighed heavily. “Believe it or not, I can take care of myself.” All Alex 
had seen was her coming home bloodied and unconscious, and that wasn’t 
even her fault—it was Simber’s, for crying out loud. Alex hadn’t witnessed how 
well she’d managed to take care of herself without anyone’s help most of the 
time before that. She thought briefly about arguing, but the idea of starting 
that again just made her queasy. It was over, and he was leaving. 

“Once were gone,” Alex continued, “if you could pack up and go to his 
island, that would be great. You can stay with him over there. It'll be fun—you 
can play with Daniel and help out with Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato. And hey— 
maybe they'll even teach you how to respect your elders.” 

Fifer’s face fell at the slight. “Wow,” she said. She sat down and reached for 
the nearest bird as her anger clouded up behind her eyes. 

Alex dropped his gaze as if he regretted saying it. “Sorry,” he muttered. He 
turned and walked away. 

Maybe the best thing that could happen for them was to be apart for a 
while. 





A Consolation Prize 


Fifer hadn't kept track of everyone who was going on the rescue attempt, 
besides watching some of them practicing their magic and sword combat on 
the lawn now and then. In the morning, she reluctantly came downstairs and 
went to see them off. 

The crowd was large, and Fifer could barely squeeze out of the door. 
Florence, standing just outside at the back of the crowd, saw her and helped 
guide her over. “Want to climb on my shoulders so you can see better?” the 
statue asked. 

Fifer’s eyes widened. Florence wasn’t the “ride on my shoulders” type of 
warrior, so this was a rare treat. “Sure,” she said. 

Florence removed her bow and quiver of arrows and propped them against 
the mansion wall. Then she lifted Fifer up. Fifer scrambled to her shoulders 
and looked out high over everyone’s heads. She was surprised to see Arabis the 
orange floating in the water near the shore. “Arabis is going?” 

“Yes,” said Florence. “There aren’t enough seats on Simber, and she offered 
to help get them there. She’s got to deliver a message to some other dragons in 
a neighboring region. Then she’s going to hide out and wait for them to return. 
It’s generous of her under the circumstances.” 

“Hmph,” said Fifer. “What we did for them was pretty stinking generous 


” 


too. 


“Arabis said that—she thanked you yesterday. Didn’t you hear?” 

“I wasn’t here—I was in the lagoon,” Fifer admitted. 

“She said later to Simber and me that she wanted to do this in your honor, 
actually. She was horrified to find out what had happened to you and to 
Thisbe after the dragons left.” 

That made Fifer feel better. “That’s nice of her.” When Arabis spotted Fifer 
sitting high above the crowd, the dragon bowed her head to the girl and 
offered a slow blink. 

Fifer gave a sad smile and waved. They’d been through a lot together in the 
castle dungeon. “Who else is going besides Alex and Seth and Kaylee?” she 
asked Florence. “Samheed and Lani, right?” 

“Yes, and Carina, Thatcher, and Talon. Oh, and Kitten.” 

Fifer smiled reluctantly at that. “Of course, Kitten. She’s in someone’s 
pocket, I’m sure. Is Fox sad to be left behind?” 

“Devastated.” Florence laughed and pointed to the middle of the lawn, 
where Fox was alone and heartbroken, howling at the blue sky. 

“Maybe I should join him over there.” 

Florence turned her head to give Fifer a sympathetic look that became 
devious. “With Alex away, I suppose you could wander over to Magical 
Warrior Training anytime. I'll slip you some clips when nobody’s looking and 
teach you a few things.” 

“Maybe.” Fifer sighed. It was a great offer, and even though under normal 
circumstances she would be ecstatic, she couldn’t muster up her enthusiasm at 
the moment. She watched as Alex and the other rescue team members, 
including Seth, looking quite proud and a little full of himself, secured their 
knapsacks, weapons, and supplies to Arabis. Then they climbed on, with 
Samheed carrying Lani aboard since her contraption couldn’t really navigate a 
dragon's back. Seth pointed out where the hollow was at the base of the 
dragon’s neck, which was quite obvious in daylight, and they all settled into it. 

On shore, Kaylee kissed Aaron and baby Daniel and hugged them both 
tightly, then climbed onto Simber’s back. 

Alex hugged his brother, patting him hard on the back, and the two spoke 
earnestly and quietly for a moment. Then Alex scanned the crowd over 
Aaron’s shoulder, looking anxious until he spotted Fifer. He released his 
brother and fought his way through the crowd over to Florence, then reached 


up to grasp Fifer’s hand. “Stay safe,” he said. “And please don’t do anything . . . 
dangerous.” 

Fifer sighed. He still didn’t trust her. “Bye,” she said. 

“Bye, sweet sister. I love you.” 

Fifer’s heart was heavy. “Me too,” she mumbled. Of course she loved him, 
but she didn’t like him very much lately. 

“Tm going to find her,” Alex promised. 

Fifer nodded, a lump rising to her throat. “I'll be the last to know.” 

With a pained look and a squeeze of Fifer’s hand, Alex worked his way back 
through the crowd. He climbed on Simber and sat behind Kaylee, and after a 
moment of discussion with the team, Arabis and Simber took mightily to the 
sky, leaving Fifer and Artime behind. 

Fifer watched them for several moments, then dropped her gaze and rested 
her chin on the top of Florence’s head. They'd done it—they’d gone without 
her. She sighed wearily, then slid off Florence’s shoulders and thumped to the 
ground. With a word of thanks and a half-hearted wave, Fifer went against the 
flow of traffic and headed toward the jungle to mope before she had to pack 
up and go to the Island of Shipwrecks. 

Birds flew in from all directions as she went, and they fell into step behind 
her. She didn’t see Florence watching her go or disappearing inside the 
mansion with a consternated look on her face. She just went to her comfort 
spot in the lagoon and sat on her log and thought about life. 

She tried hard to look at the bright side—sneaking into Magical Warrior 
Training would be fun. And finally getting to try out all the spells she'd 
learned by watching Alex would be a decent consolation prize. She might 
need a little coaching from Florence to really finesse her throw, but Fifer had 
all the components and their verbal commands memorized, and she'd been 
practicing the particular throw motions for each. Being one of the most 
naturally talented mages Artimé had ever seen had its benefits—she didn’t 
have to go through months of practice in order to perfect the art of a spell like 
other new mages had to. At least she didn’t think so—she hadn’t actually tried 
very many so far. But she’d made dragons fly. There wasn’t much out there that 
was harder than that. 

“I just want to go,” she moaned, and buried her face in her hands. As she sat 
there, the warm sun inched up her back through the trees, and the birds trilled 
and squawked around her. Fifer had become accustomed to their flutters and 


hardly noticed them anymore, but soon they grew louder and more insistent. 
She lifted her head to see what was going on. 

The falcons were dragging brush from the jungle to her and laying it in a 
curious crisscross pattern on the beach in front of her. Fifer studied their 
work, wondering what on earth they were doing. Soon the project took on a 
netlike appearance. The lead falcon, Shimmer, came up to Fifer and chattered 
at her, while dozens of others joined in to pull more vines to the sand. Some of 
them pecked at the intersections and looked expectantly at Fifer, like they 
wanted her to do something. 

“What in the world are you doing?” she asked them. 

Shimmer squawked at her. 

Fifer didn’t understand. 

Finally Shimmer began chattering to the other falcons, and soon at least 
twenty of them were flying up to Fifer and grabbing at her clothes. Before 
Fifer could realize what was happening, they had lifted her into the air like 
they'd done before. 

Staying low, they flew a bit jerkily over the sand while the lead bird 
lectured Fifer. 

“Okay, okay!” said Fifer. “I think I get it—you’re making me a net hammock 
so I don’t have to hang by my clothing. That’s really nice, thank you. And, um, 
I mean, having you fly me around was fun and all the first time. But I’m not 
sure I want to spend the time tying all the net pieces together just so you can 
do that. I already have a winged creature to fly on if I want. I mean, when he’s 
here, that is. But thanks. You can set me down now.” 

They let her down roughly and squawked and chattered, making quite a 
racket trying to get Fifer to understand them. 

And then she replayed what she'd said in her mind, and it dawned on her 
what they were doing. “Wait a second,” she said, waving her hands to get the 
birds to settle down. “You heard me say I want to go with the rescue team?” 

The birds reacted loudly—she was on the right track. 

“And now you want to fly me places? Not just around Artimé, but faraway 
places?” 

“Yes,” the birds seemed to say. 

“Like, to find Thisbe? But you have no idea how far that is. It’s a super-long 
journey! It takes days! You'd never make it.” 


At that, the lead bird let out a high-pitched spirrrr. Within a minute, 
hundreds of purple-and-red falcons flew in and landed, standing almost in 
rank form in front of Fifer. 

Fifer blinked. Was this really happening? Did she have a way to help find 
Thisbe after all? 

A thousand fears rushed in. What if the birds couldn't fly that far? What if 
they dropped her in the sea, miles from anywhere? What if they got lost or 
attacked, or they starved to death before they got there? 

But Fifer pushed all those questions aside. “Just ... hold that thought,” she 
said to the birds. She got to her feet and started quickly toward the mansion. 
Soon she was running at full speed and dodging Artiméans who were on the 
lawn enjoying the morning. 

She ran inside and up the staircase, then darted down the not-very-secret 
hallway. At the Museum of Large, which was across from Alex’s living 
quarters, she stopped and recited the spell that would let her in—she’d heard 
Alex say that one enough times. She pushed the grand door open and stepped 
inside. 

To the left was the vast library, with all the books neatly categorized and 
alphabetized. Straight ahead was a pirate ship that had seen better days, and 
beyond it was the gray shack that would be the only thing left if Artiméd 
disappeared again—which only happened when the head mage died. To the 
right was OP Tater, a mastodon statue who was currently magically asleep, 
being too dangerous a creature to roam the island. 

Beyond these massive items was an area that Fifer and Thisbe had spent 
plenty of time playing in when Alex and Lani had undertaken the great task of 
organizing Mr. Today’s personal library. It was an area where people stored 
their useful things that they didn’t need very often. And one of the useful 
things Fifer remembered being in here was a sort of hammock that had been 
made many years ago and used to transport Seth’s stepfather, Sean, home after 
he’d broken his leg on their journey. They'd constructed the hammock out of 
thick ropes and sturdy canvas sails, and they'd tied it to Simber’s body so Sean 
could rest as easily as possible in his uncomfortable state. 

Fifer remembered it now because that was a story Thisbe had always 
wanted to reenact when they were younger. Thisbe had loved the drama of the 
injury, and she always wanted to play the part of Sean, while Fifer got stuck 


playing the part of Simber, dragging Thisbe around the Museum of Large on 
this hammock. 

Fifer ran to find it, and she pulled it out from under a bunch of other stuff 
that had accumulated over the years. The canvas was wrinkled and the ropes 
were a bit tangled, but other than that, it seemed as sturdy as ever. 

Her hands shaking a bit with excitement, Fifer checked the thing over, 
making sure all the knots and connections were solid, and laying it out to see 
how big it was. It was large enough for two or three people, and there was 
room for supplies, too. 

Fifer smoothed out the canvas, her mind moving a mile a minute as she 
thought of the possibilities Shimmer and the other birds had presented to her. 
But could she trust the falcons? She had no reason not to—they adored her. 
They obeyed her. And together they made a fierce army. 

Folding the hammock, Fifer blocked out all the doubts that crowded her 
mind. She picked up the unwieldy thing, letting a few of the ropes trail behind 
her, and fled the Museum of Large. Peeking carefully out of the hallway to 
make sure nobody was around who might get suspicious of her, Fifer ran to 
the girls’ hallway and down to her room. She called out to her doorway so that 
it would open, and she rushed in, past Desdemona before she could surface 
and see what Fifer was carrying. Then she threw the giant hammock onto 
Thisbe’s bed and sank onto her own, huffing and puffing and sweating from 
the exertion. 

After a moment to catch her breath, Fifer went back to her living area, and 
to her tube, where she was planning to place a room service order so she could 
collect food for her trip. There, on the floor of her tube, was a package tied up 
in colorful paper and string. 

“What’s this?” Fifer whispered. 

Desdemona pushed her face out of the blackboard. “It came up a little 
while ago,” she said. “Anonymously. I guess you'd better open it.” 





Florence Sends a Message 


Desdemona kept her head pushed out far enough from the screen to watch 
Fifer pick up the package. 

“It’s heavy,” Fifer said. She pulled the string to release the bow. The 
wrapping paper fell open, revealing a note on top of a big lumpy cloth sack. 
Fifer lifted the piece of paper and read it. 

Dear Fifer, youve earned it, the note read. Do what you need to do. If you need 
more lessons, you know where to find me. Your friend Florence, Magical Warrior 
trainer. 

Fifer stared at the words in wonder. Then she opened the sack and peered 
inside. She reached in and pulled out something soft and brown. It shimmered 
a bit when she first touched it. She dropped everything else, the package 
hitting the floor with a thunk. 

Fifer shook out the gift and stared at it. “My component vest!” she said, 
then shouted, “YESSS!” She hurried to put it on, her fingers trembling with 
the buttons. She smoothed it down the front and whirled around to face 
Desdemona. “How does it look?” she asked, breathless. 

“Very smart indeed,” said Desdemona, and she actually smiled to see Fifer’s 
excitement. “It fits you perfectly. And did you see the shimmer? That’s the 
magic protection activating. Mr. Today began adding that many years ago, and 
Florence continued it. You're very lucky to get yours early. And I feel lucky to 
have witnessed it. It’s a big moment in a blackboard’s career to see their 


human get a component vest.” She almost looked misty-eyed. “You're growing 


up. 

Fifer nodded, unable to speak. She ran to the mirror to admire it. She 
looked absolutely wonderful. “ll never take it off,” she said. 

“Don’t forget there was something else in the package in that mess on the 
floor.” 

“Ohl!” said Fifer. “Right.” She darted back to the living area, kicked away the 
wrapping paper, and picked up the heavy cloth sack. Reaching inside, she felt 
around and pulled out a handful of stuff. “Spell components!” she cried. 
Scatterclips, clay balls for shackles, little moss bits for magic carpets, yellow 
highlighters for light and to blind enemies with, backward bobbly heads, and 
real fire-breathing origami dragons, among others. There were tons more 
where those came from. 

Fifer hopped up on her sofa and started jumping and dancing for joy and 
shrieking and laughing for the first time in forever. It was the best possible 
gift she could imagine. 

She went back to the note and read it again. “Do what you need to do,” she 
read out loud. Her heart rose to her throat. Was Florence somehow giving her 
permission to go after Thisbe? Fifer knew that Florence had disagreed with 
Alex, even though the statue hadnt ever disparaged the head mage. But 
Florence was openly defying his wishes by offering to let Fifer join in on 
Magical Warrior Training—she took her job seriously and acted as the final 
word on who was ready. “If you need more lessons . . .” Fifer stared at the 
words. “If.” Florence knew very well that Fifer didn’t really need lessons to 
make the magic work. She'd been teaching Fifer secretly while she taught Alex. 
But was Florence really saying what Fifer thought she was saying? Florence 
knew about the birds and their magical presence. Did Florence also know that 
Fifer would figure out a way to use them to go after Thisbe? And was she 
trying to help her? 

It seemed to be so. 

With that kind of permission, Fifer felt even better about her decision. 
She'd leave Florence a note and be off this very evening. Maybe she could even 
catch up to the others. Alex would have to let her join them, and if he didn’t, 
Fifer would just continue on her own anyway. On second thought, there was 
little chance Fifer could catch Simber and a dragon at the speed of a hundred 
birds. How fast could falcons fly, anyway? It might take her weeks to get there. 


She had to gather supplies and get it right this time. 

With a final word of congratulations, Desdemona shrank back and 
disappeared into the blackboard. Fifer changed her mind about ordering food 
up and decided to go down to the kitchen to sneak some food. She didn’t want 
to tip off the chefs by requesting two weeks’ worth of meals all at once. She 
needed to be smart. Stealthily, she gathered as much sensible food as she could 
carry, like nut butters and fig jam and some fruit and cheese and crusty bread 
and slipped back to her room through the room service tube when no one was 
looking. She managed two more trips like it without being noticed and was 
able to hide everything in the bedroom with Desdemona only poking her head 
out and sounding suspicious once. 

Next Fifer went back to the Museum of Large to find a big travel bag so she 
could carry everything. Her mind whirled. Was Florence really and truly 
giving her permission? Or was Fifer twisting the warrior’s words to make them 
seem so? When she returned to her room, she picked up the wrappings and 
string and the sack full of components. A small slip of paper fluttered to the 
ground. She hadn’t noticed it before. Fifer stooped to grab it. It was a drawing 
—an absolutely terrible stick-figure drawing—of Florence herself. Written 
alongside the picture: If you ever need me, use my fabulous drawing with the seek 
spell. 

The seek spell was something Fifer was extremely familiar with since Alex 
used it constantly to try to track down her and Thisbe. It only worked if the 
spell caster held an item created by the person they were seeking. Florence 
wasn't particularly artistic, so her crude drawing made Fifer smile, but it also 
made it even more special to know the extra effort she'd put into it. 

And seeing the gift and the note solidified in Fifer’s mind that Florence 
wasn't going to stop her if she decided to strike out on her own. With a surge 
of fear and excitement, Fifer went into the bedroom and began packing her 
bag. She was going to avoid all the problems they'd had last time by taking 
plenty of food and water and extra clothing. And now she had all these spell 
components, too. 

Florence trusted her. Now Fifer had to show her she hadn’t made a mistake. 
She took a moment to write two letters. One to Florence, thanking her and 
explaining what she planned to do. I'll stop at Warbler to see Crow so you'll know I 
made it that far at least. That'll keep you from worrying too much. I won't do 
anything dangerous until I’m safely with the others. Thank you for trusting me. Your 


friend, Fifer. The other letter was for Aaron to assure him she was okay and 
there was no need to go after her. I'll find the rescue team, and I'll stick with Alex 
no matter how much he annoys me, she wrote. I promise. I love you! She signed her 
name at the bottom. 

While Fifer waited for dusk and for the lawn to clear so she could sneak off 
unnoticed during the evening meal, she thought about other things that could 
be useful to have with her. She found a new rope that would help her out the 
window and down to the ground, and might come in handy on her journey, 
and added it to her bag. Then she remembered how Dev had fished for food, 
and she went in search of fishing tackle and flint to make a fire—though she 
had the fire-breathing origami dragons to help with that part now. Still, she 
didn’t want to use her precious components if she didn’t have to. 

By the time most of Artimé was inside the mansion for dinner, Fifer was 
packed and almost ready to go. She ordered up her favorite meal through 
room service and ate, then sent the letters to Florence’s room through the tube 
—she’d be sure to give Aaron's to him. Then she went back into her bedroom 
and closed the door. 

Her breath came in short, excited bursts as she thought about what she was 
going to do. It was a thousand times scarier to do this alone than it had been 
to have Thisbe and Seth by her side. She calmed her nerves by reminding 
herself that she wouldn’t be alone once she found the others in the land of the 
dragons. But doubts kept poking at her. What if she never found them? It was 
a huge land—much bigger than any of the seven islands. And what if she and 
the birds didn’t make it? No one would ever know what happened to her. An 
uncomfortable chill raced through her. 

“Stop,” she chided herself, and released the glass spell from her window. It 
melted away, and she sucked in the cool evening air. She spotted several of her 
falcons on the lawn or in trees. “Ready for an adventure?” she murmured. She 
grabbed her travel bag full of supplies, hoisted it out the window, and let it 
drop. It hit the ground with a chud, and Fifer cringed. She hoped nothing had 
broken or smashed. But if it had, it was too late now. She threw the hammock 
out the window after it. Grabbing the rope, she tied one end to the invisible 
hook outside the window and flung the other end down. Then she slipped her 
rucksack over her shoulders and took one last look at her comfy bed. It would 
be a while before she felt so snug again—at least a week. But it would all be 


worth it to have Thisbe back. 


She climbed out, hung for a moment while she replaced the glass with a 
spell, and went down the side of the mansion as stealthily as possible. When 
she reached the ground, she coiled the rope and put it in her pack. Then she 
made a soft scream to call the birds. She turned and was surprised to see 
hundreds of eyes glowing in the dusk. The birds were already there. 

“Oh, my sweet birds,” she said, and bent down to pet the nearest ones. “Are 
you ready for this? It’s going to be hard.” 

They bobbed their heads as if they understood, and Fifer believed they did 
—for some reason, with Fifer’s kind of magic, they could understand her. She 
unfolded the hammock and spread it out. “See what I found?” she said. “Do 
you think this will work?” 

The birds chattered softly as they moved around the edges of the hammock, 
tentatively testing the ends of the many ropes to make sure they weren't too 
big for them to take in their beaks. Shimmer slipped its head into a loop of 
rope and wore it around its neck, prompting the others to do the same with 
the other loops, which had no doubt been hooked around Simber’s appendages 
at one point. 

While the birds figured out the hammock, Fifer loaded her travel bag and 
backpack onto it, and then, when the birds seemed ready, she sat down in the 
middle of the canvas. “Should we do a test run above the lawn just in case?” 
Fifer asked Shimmer. She didn’t want to risk being seen, but with Alex and 
Simber away and Florence on her side, she wasn’t nearly as worried about that 
as she had been the first time they'd snuck out. Anyone noticing her antics 
now might just think she was amusing herself with her flock of birds. 

Shimmer chirped out instructions to the others, and together they began 
flapping their wings. They lifted the corners of the hammock off the ground, 
and then, almost as if Fifer and her goods were weightless, the whole 
contraption rose into the air. With the lead bird directing the others, they 
flew with the precision of dancers over the lawn. 

Fifer slid to her knees so she could see over the edge of the canvas. It was 
like a picture of a hot air balloon she'd studied once in a book, only her basket 
was made of a ship’s sail, and the balloon was made of red-and-purple falcons. 
Her heart soared with the creatures as they slowly circled the lawn. It worked! 
She looked up at the birds and noticed that only about a third of them were 
holding a tether. The rest were flying alongside and in front, creating a thick 
cover over Fifer’s head. She wasn’t sure why, but she had a lot of faith in the 


birds by now and knew they must have a reason for what they were doing. 
She'd probably find out eventually. 

“If youre ready, let’s go!” Fifer called out to Shimmer. “First stop, Warbler 
Island.” She watched as Shimmer let out a sharp spirrr, prompting the falcons 
to change course. After a few minutes, Fifer rummaged through her bag of 
goods. She pulled out a fizzy drink and got comfortable in the hammock. Soon 
they were soaring over the water toward Warbler. 





Fifer Rides Again 


[he Hestiten auinates-ot Pils dete warble wae pleasant, but then the 
wind picked up over the open sea and began buffeting her around. The birds 
soared with it, reaching speeds Fifer had never imagined they could reach and 
zigzagging to catch the gusts. Fifer didn’t know how to anticipate which way 
they were going to go, and soon her stomach was flipping with each turn. She 
put her fizzy drink away and tried not to throw up. Next she lay back and 
closed her eyes, focusing on rescuing Thisbe. Eventually she tried to sleep, and 
she managed to get a few hours. When she woke to the sound of Shimmer’s 
duties. The ones who had been carrying the hammock gave their ropes to the 
ones who'd been flying alongside. Some of the newly free group of falcons 
fluttered to rest on the edges of the hammock, while others flew in front and 
to the sides so the birds carrying the ropes could draft along with less 
resistance. 

It was a magically smooth changeover, and it made Fifer wonder just what 
had gone into these birds when she'd touched them. Had she alone made them 
magical, or had they somehow been magical before? They weren't native to the 
seven islands, according to what Seth had learned from Grandfather Ishibashi. 
Had they come from some other magical land that no one had discovered yet? 


She dozed again. By morning Warbler Island was growing close. Fifer 
peered over the cloth. “That’s where we want to stop,” she called out, hoping 
the birds understood. “That island there.” 

A few of the birds bobbed their heads. They headed for it. That’s about the 
time Fifer first began thinking about landing. 

By the time they reached Warbler, Fifer was worried. “Set me down gently,” 
she said. They hadn’t practiced this part with the hammock, and she was 
situated much farther below the birds than when they'd carried her by her 
clothing. She braced herself for a crash, but when the birds got close to the 
ground, Shimmer squawked out an instruction—or something—and they 
threw their wings up against the wind, then slowly lowered Fifer to the 
ground. Once she was down, they fluttered to drop their ropes in an 
outstretched direction so that it would be easy to lift the cargo again when it 
was time to go. 

Fifer crawled to the edge of the hammock and slowly got to her feet. She 
felt a little wobbly after the ride, like the ground was moving. She stood there 
for a minute, taking in the lush tropical trees and white sandy beach, then 
made her way into the brush toward the entrance to the underground world 
of Warbler Island. 

The opening in the ground was slightly hidden, but Fifer knew how to find 
it among the palm fronds. She pushed them aside and peered into the hole, 
then slid down into it. She landed in a hallway lit by magical orbs that some of 
the Artiméans had created for Sky and Crow’s mother, Copper, who was the 
ruler of the island now that Queen Eagala had been killed. Or . . . maybe 
“replaced” seemed more accurate now. 

The hallways echoed with the sound of voices from people working in 
various rooms off the main passage. Fifer didn’t stop to see if she recognized 
anyone. Instead she went straight for Copper’s living quarters, which had once 
been an elaborately decorated golden throne room. Now it had been toned 
down quite considerably to match Copper’s more sensible preferences. 

A young man around Alex’s age, with orange eyes and scars around his 
neck, sat at a desk in the outer chamber. He smiled sympathetically when he 
saw Fifer come in. “Hi, Fifer. How are you?” 

“Hi, Phoenix. I’m doing all right, I guess. Is Crow here?” Fifer asked. 

“He’s in the shipyard. Do you want me to take you there?” 


“I know the way. Thanks.” Fifer hurried back out to the hallway and kept on 
in the direction she'd been going before. After several minutes, she came to an 
exit and climbed the steep path that brought her outside on the opposite end 
of the island from where she’d landed. 

All around her were ships in various stages of construction. Copper and 
Scarlet were balancing on the mast of one, repairing something, while Crow 
stood on the ship’s deck holding a rope attached to a block. He pulled down, 
and a large sail rose and flapped in the air. Copper reached out for the end of 
1t. 

“Hi, Crow,” Fifer called out, trying not to startle him. “It’s me. Are you 
doing all right?” She meant all of them, regarding Sky’s disappearance, but 
kept the question vague in case they were weary of speculating about her. Fifer 
knew well enough how hard it was to keep wondering about someone. 

Crow turned sharply. “Fifer,” he said, seeming alarmed to see her standing 
there alone. “What happened? Is everything okay?” 

“Everything's fine. I just promised Florence I would stop here and see you 
on my way to...um, to find Thisbe.” 

“You're going after all? How did you convince Alex? And hey—nice vest! 
What's happening? Where’s the rest of the team?” Crow secured his end of the 
rope and climbed down a ladder to the ground. Scarlet and Copper stopped 
working to listen, then started down to the deck railing so they could hear 
better. 

Fifer explained everything about the team already having left, and what 
had happened with the birds, and fudging a little when it came to her being 
officially permitted to undertake this journey alone. “Anyway,” she said, “I just 
wanted to report that I’m fine and the journey is going well. The birds trade 
places when they get tired. Some even ride in the hammock with me if they 
need to sleep along the way. So if Florence checks in with you, just tell her I'm 
all good. Okay?” 

Crow frowned. He glanced up at the deck where Scarlet and Copper stood, 
looking skeptical. Fifer squinted up at them and had a funny feeling they were 
going to ask a lot of questions. “Okay, well, bye!” she said, and took an uneasy 
step back. 

“Wait,” said Crow, moving toward her. “Just hang on a minute.” 

“My goodness, Fifer,” said Scarlet, looking over the railing, concerned. “Are 
you sure you can go all by yourself? What if you can’t find the others?” Scarlet 


was blond and fair skinned, and her cheeks were bright red from exertion and 
sun. She had scars around her neck like Crow and all of the other people who 
had grown up on Warbler under Queen Eagala’s rule. The awful woman had 
used golden thorn necklaces threaded into their necks to keep them from 
being able to speak. Alex had long since magically eradicated the 
thornaments, as he’d called them, and now the Warblerans were left with scars 
in place of them. Some, like Sky, had hoarse voices to this day because of the 
awful devices. 

“Yes, Im sure,” said Fifer with confidence she wasn’t quite feeling. “I know 
my way around there better than any of them. And I have lots of supplies with 
me.” 

Crow remained skeptical. He’d spent many years with the twins, and he 
knew better than to believe that everything had happened the way Fifer had 
laid out. “Did Florence really tell you—to your face, in those exact words—that 
it was okay for you to go?” 

“Well, no,” said Fifer, shifting her gaze away, “not to my face. But she told 
me in a note to do what I needed to do, and she gave me a drawing so I can 
send her a seek spell if I need to. So that seemed pretty much like permission 
to me.” 

“Oh, Fifer,” said Crow, like he’d said so many times in her life. 

Fifer scowled and produced the note as proof. “Here, see?” She shoved it at 
him. 

Crow studied it. “Well,” he said, looking doubtful, “I have a feeling she 
expected you to maybe get in touch with her before you headed out, but . . .” 

“It’s too late now,” said Fifer. She took another step back in case he was 
going to try to stop her, but he saw what she was doing. 

“Look, just take it easy,” he said. “Tm not going to send you home. I’m 
just . . . I'm trying to decide how I feel about it. I'm worried about you being 
alone over there. Like Scarlet said, what if you can’t find them? With your 
black eyes you'll be in danger every moment.” 

Scarlet looked at Crow with a concerned expression. “Crow,” she said. 
“Maybe you should . . . you know.” 

He glanced up at the women and nodded at Scarlet. “Yeah, I think so too. 
Mother?” 

Copper nodded, and she and Scarlet started down the ladder to the 


ground. 


Crow turned to Fifer. “Any chance you've got enough food for me in your 
pack?” 

Fifer’s eyes widened. “You're coming with me?” She wasn’t sure how to feel, 
but surprisingly, the first emotion that came over her was one of relief. If any 
other person in the world had offered, Fifer might have stubbornly refused. 
But Crow was like a brother—not an overbearing brother like Alex, but the 
nice kind of older brother who takes you on adventures and lets you do things 
your real brother never would. 

“May I?” asked Crow. “Is there enough room for me in your bird hammock? 
Can they handle an additional passenger?” 

That was another thing, Fifer thought. Crow wasn’t pushy or demanding. 
He asked politely. Fifer liked that in a brother. “There are so many birds,” she 
said. “They should be fine to carry us and Thisbe, once we find her.” And then 
she grew somber. “But we might have to fight once we get to the land of the 
dragons.” 

“Oh.” Crow wrinkled up his nose as Scarlet and Copper joined him. “Boo 
fighting.” 

“TIl protect you, though. You don’t have to do anything.” 

A smile played at Crow’s lips. “Thanks, Fig. I appreciate that. Is there time 
for me to gather some things?” 

Fifer glanced at the sun’s position in the sky. “I suppose we have a few 
minutes. We can meet on the front beach.” 

As Crow turned to go, Scarlet gave him a secret sort of smile and touched 
his arm. He touched her hand and smiled back. 

Fifer stared at them. They were acting weirder than usual. Everybody knew 
that Crow had a crush on Scarlet, but he’d never done anything about it. What 
in the world was going on here? Then Scarlet kissed Crow’s cheek, and he grew 
embarrassed. Fifer felt heat rise to her face. A kiss? Were they suddenly in love 
or something? Feeling super awkward, Fifer yelled, “Okay, bye!” and turned 
and ran for the entrance to the tunnel, which was faster than going through 
the brush aboveground. Since Crow had left Artimé to spend a few weeks 
here, everything had become weird. She didn’t know what to think. 

When she got back to the hammock, she told the birds that Crow was 
coming, and they seemed to be fine with the news of a heavier load. Several 
minutes later, Crow emerged from behind the palm fronds carrying a small kit 
bag and a few jugs of water. He stopped to take in Fifer’s hammock-and-bird 


contraption and shake his head a little in awe. “How did you manage this? 
Actually, never mind. Sometimes it’s better if I don’t know the answers.” 

Fifer grinned. “Come on. Just sit here next to me.” 

Crow joined her on the canvas. Shimmer spiiirrred, and the other birds flew 
in from the trees where they’d been resting. This time half of the birds found 
spots holding ropes, clearly preparing for the heavier load. 

Fifer was pleased to see it. “These birds are exceptional,” she confided as 
they began lifting off. 

“Exceptional, really? They do seem quite, um, capable. I hope.” 

“I made it all the way here, didn’t I?” 

“Very good point.” 

As they went up into the air, Crow looked back at the island, straining to 
see the shipyard. He waved his arm wildly at Scarlet, making the hammock 
sway. Fifer blushed again. In her mind Crow belonged to her and Thisbe, and 
it was strange to see him giving so much attention to somebody else— 
especially chat kind of attention. But Fifer knew that Crow had liked Scarlet 
forever, so she supposed she was happy that he seemed to be getting closer to 
her. It just might take a little while for her to get used to it. 

After a minute, Crow turned back around and settled in. “Oh my,” he said 
as the birds found their wing rhythm and began riding the wind westward. 
“We're really moving.” 

“I know,” said Fifer. “I didn’t know falcons could fly so fast.” 

“You've really trained them a lot since I've been gone.” He glanced at the 
water below them. “What happens if they drop us?” 

“Oh, they'll probably come after us and fish us out of the water,” said Fifer 
with confidence. 

Crow nodded. “I hope you're right.” 

“They do whatever I tell them to do.” 

“Somehow I believe that,” said Crow. “You've always had a way with birds. 
It’s great you finally figured out what to do with them.” 

“Hopefully they'll help us find Thisbe.” 

Crow shrugged. Stranger things had happened with the magical twins—he 
was the last person to doubt Fifer when it came to this sort of thing. “As long 
as I don’t have to learn magic, I’m good.” 

“Well,” said Fifer doubtfully. “I mean, there are tons of soldiers everywhere, 
so you might end up in a fight. Do you have any weapons or anything?” 


“Tve got my slingshot and a pocketful of stones. Oh, and Scarlet gave me 
these.” He pulled out a handful of red heart components. “She told me how to 
use them in case I really got into trouble.” 

“Heart attack components?” said Fifer in awe. Florence hadn’t given her 
any of those. Using one would knock somebody unconscious. Using three at 
once was lethal—Fifer had learned that from Lani’s book in the part where 
Aaron had killed Mr. Today. Fifer wondered idly if she would ever use three 
instead of one. Unlike Thisbe, Fifer had never killed anyone. But she didn’t 
think she'd hesitate too much if it was really necessary. Of course, that kind of 
decision was a long way off, since Fifer’d only been given temporary spell 
components. She could worry about that later. 

Crow nodded and put them back into his pocket without giving Fifer any. 
She pressed her lips together, almost about to inquire if she could have just 
one, but it seemed like too much to ask since it was the only spell Crow knew. 
Maybe she'd better show him that she could do a simpler spell first before she 
convinced him to give her some. 

They talked some more, Crow catching Fifer up on how he and his mother 
were doing after Sky’s disappearance. “It’s very hard,” he admitted. “Sky and I 
have been through a lot together. We almost died on our raft when we escaped 
Warbler. We thought we lost our mother for good, but then we found her. 
And now, when all was finally going really well . . .” His eyes became misty. “I 
miss her so much it makes my stomach hurt.” 

He went on to tell Fifer that his mother was handling the news better now 
than at first. She was feeling numb, and working on the ships helped her try to 
get back to feeling normal, at least a little. “My mother doesn’t want to accept 
that Sky is gone, but I can’t imagine there’s any way she’s still alive.” 

Fifer nodded somberly. 

“Scarlet has been a good friend to us both through all of this,” Crow said 
carefully. He glanced at Fifer, like he expected her to need to process this 
change in his personal status. “She’s been there whenever I needed to talk.” 

“That's nice,” Fifer said. “She's . . . nice. I like her.” Still awkward but getting 
easier, Fifer noted. That would have to do for now. 

“Yes.” He resettled himself more comfortably in the hammock. After a 
moment he said, “It’s odd, you and me being together without Thisbe. It feels 
like we’re missing a piece of our group.” 


Fifer nodded, feeling suddenly melancholy. She tried not to let her worries 
bubble up. That wouldn’t help anything. She looked up at him and saw his 
easygoing grin as the wind caught his long hair and blew it behind him. She 
grinned back. Crow was so calm and gentle and good—he’d been such a big 
part of her life. Even though they were suffering so much over Sky and Thisbe, 
it felt like everything would be okay now that he was here. And together they 
were going to find their missing piece. 





A Wrench in Thisbe’s Plan 


Rohan and Thisbe met in the tunnel between their crypts every other night 
after he returned from his long trek. Thisbe told him about her work and how 
she feared that someday soon she’d be dragging four bones a day. She showed 
him the cuts that the harness had made in her shoulders. 

Rohan sympathized and pointed at his shoes, which were quickly falling 
apart from so many miles of walking. “The Revinir wishes me to bring her the 
bones of the most ancient human rulers,” he said. “Conveniently kept in the 
crypt farthest away from here.” 

“Of course they would be. You said the catacombs actually connect to the 
castle dungeon? So you could get in there if you wanted to?” She wondered if 
that might be the best way to escape since she knew her way around the 
dungeon a little. 

“There’s a thick old door separating our side from theirs. But it’s heavily 
protected by sentries. The Revinir’s blue-uniformed soldiers on our side, the 
king’s green-uniformed soldiers on the palace’s side. I've started making 
friends with our soldiers at that end, and one told me that it’s so heavily 
guarded to make sure none of the miscreants in the castle dungeon can get out 
—I guess there was some sort of uprising down there recently. The Revinit’s 
captive dragons escaped.” 


Thisbe grinned to herself. She hadn’t yet told Rohan about the part she'd 
played in that. 

Rohan went on, his face concerned. “The problem is, the king didn’t confess 
it to the Revinir right away, so she just found out about it a few days ago. She 
was positively boiling over it, Thisbe. Spitting fire. I worry . . .” Rohan 
hesitated and shook his head. “I worry for Grimere, and for us. If the king 
doesn’t give proper restitution to the Revinir for the dragons he lost, the two 
leaders will be at odds. The Revinir isn’t going to just forgive him. It’s 
troublesome.” 

“What are you saying?” asked Thisbe. 

Rohan looked up. “I suppose I'm saying this could spark a war between 
them.” He noticed Thisbe’s frightened face and relaxed a little, waving his 
hand to try to erase what he’d just said. “It'll probably never come to that. And 
the king has already started offering her things as payback, so they’re sorting it 
out. I guess I just have too much time to imagine what-ifs on my journey.” His 
smile was strained. “Please don’t worry about it. Perhaps the king will come 
through with something tremendous to appease the Revinir.” 

“I hope so.” Thisbe breathed a little easier. She wasn’t sure what a war 
would mean for the black-eyed slaves—would they just stay down here or be 
forced to fight for the Revinir? Against the king? 

“Anyway,” Rohan went on, lighter now, “about the Revinir’s soldiers 
stationed at the door to the dungeon—which is what we were talking about 
before I turned all grim and brooding—I’m sure they're trying just as hard to 
keep us from finding a way out as they are to keep their prisoners in.” He 
yawned and scratched his back on the rough rock wall, then slid into a more 
comfortable position. “I’ve heard it’s a maze down there, though. Impossible to 
find your way through.” 

“Tl say,” said Thisbe, a bit smugly. 

“Oh, will you?” Rohan said, teasing her. 

His teasing smile fell away when Thisbe told him about her time in the 
dungeon and about how she and her twin sister, Fifer, and their friend Seth 
had helped the young dragons escape .. . or at least she'd been hoping they'd 
escaped. “I don’t want a war, but I’m glad to know the dragons made it out,” 
she said. 

“Oh yes. They’re long gone.” 


Long gone. Like Simber. “How do you know all of this?” asked Thisbe after 
a time. “The dragons, I mean, and the stuff about the king?” 

“I talk to the Revinir’s soldiers, who talk to the king’s soldiers.” 

“And they just tell you stuff so willingly?” 

“I give them things so they like me. Bits of gold. Stuff I steal from the 
extracting room.” 

“Ah. So you bribe them with stolen items?” 

“If you must call it that,” said Rohan with an evil smile. “Pm not a hundred 
percent good, you know.” 

Thisbe laughed. “Okay, anyway, can you explain this gold thing to me? I 
never understood what the big deal was about it,” said Thisbe. “The Revinir, 
back when she was called Queen Eagala on Warbler Island, used to make her 
people forge golden thorns. She would string them around people’s necks to 
stop them from being able to talk.” 

Rohan blinked. “What a horror. She really did that?” 

Thisbe nodded. “And she changed their eyes to orange so they'd be easily 
identified if they ever tried to escape.” 

“Like branding them,” said Rohan. “She put her mark on them.” 

Thisbe nodded. 

“And now she’s put her new brand on us,” Rohan said, running his finger 
over the back of his neck. “Does yours still hurt?” 

“No.” Thisbe touched her brand too. It was scratchy with dried scabs, some 
of which had already fallen off. “I don’t understand why she has to do such 
violent things. I mean, she’s got us captured and doing her work for her. Why 
does she need to brand us too?” 

“She’s obviously not right in the head,” said Rohan. “To ingest dragon-bone 
marrow for its magical properties, and to delight in dragon scales growing 
thick on her skin? That’s deranged.” 

Thisbe agreed, even though she wasn’t quite sure what deranged meant. She 
wished for a library like the one in Artimé so she could look things up. But 
without that, she could at least guess what Rohan meant. It didn’t sound like a 
nice word. 

Rohan rested his eyes for a few moments while Thisbe thought through all 
she'd learned. After a while she sat up, startling Rohan awake again. “She’s got 
a new assistant instead of me,” Thisbe told him. 

Rohan nodded as though he knew about it, but he didn’t interrupt. 


“Yet she still keeps trying to convince me to help her. She says . . .” Thisbe 
hesitated. For some reason she didn’t want to talk about how the Revinir had 
told her she was more evil than good—besides, Rohan had heard her say it the 
first time. He knew the truth about her, and it didn’t seem to bother him. 
Instead, she went in a different direction. “She’s going to keep adding bones to 
my workload. I’m already struggling with three, but I’m due for another one 
any day now—I can feel it. I won't be able to do four. No way. I wonder if 
maybe . . .” She grew quiet, thinking. 

“Maybe what?” prompted Rohan. 

“Maybe I should give in. I mean, she’s right. It’s obvious nobody’s coming 
back for me. Will I have more chances of getting out of here if I work with 
her? If I can get her to trust me?” 

Rohan tapped his chin, thinking aloud. “Hmm. Interesting. And why not 
give in? Why not be her assistant? Maybe that will give you some power. And 
perhaps you can find out her weaknesses or even her secrets if you work with 
her all day.” 

“Exactly.” Thisbe wrinkled her nose. “Working with her sounds awful.” 

“But like you said, it might give you a better opportunity to escape. Because 
you still want to, right? Even after you told the Revinir you no longer did?” 

Thisbe looked hard at him. Again a ribbon of doubt sliced through her— 
could she trust him? Was he so good that he would feel compelled to tell the 
Revinir about her plans? 

At this point, Thisbe decided, she couldn’t not trust him. She had no one 
else in the world, and without help, she might never escape. Before she could 
change her mind, she blurted out, “Yes, I still want to escape. Do you? Will you 
help me? Will you escape with me?” 

Rohan looked solemnly at her and nodded. “I never thought I could get out 
of here alone. But I believe if we work together, we might succeed. Especially if 
you can make your fiery magic work properly.” He hesitated. “A lot of the 
guards already favor me, and I’m being extra good to them lately so they trust 
me more. If you can get cozy with the Revinir and find out some things, 
well... I think it’s worth the attempt, anyway.” 

They stayed up late talking about the plan, and eventually Thisbe decided it 
was inevitable—she wouldnt be able to continue her job with more dragon 
bones. So she agreed to make the most of the situation. 


As Thisbe stared off, thinking things through, Rohan dozed again. 


“I wonder who the new assistant is,” she mused. “Maybe he could be useful.” 

“What’s that?” said Rohan, jolting awake. 

“I said I wonder who the new assistant is. Is it one of the other slaves here?” 

“No. He’s actually part of the kings payback for the dragons that I 
mentioned earlier—one of his slaves. My sources tell me the king’s daughter, 
Princess Shanti, got mad at her whipping boy and said she didn’t want him 
anymore. So the king immediately offered him up when the Revinir found out 
about the dragons’ escape.” 

Thisbe’s stomach lurched. “What?” she whispered. “Princess Shanti’s servant 
boy is... here? He’s the assistant?” Her mind was spinning. 

“That’s what the soldier gossip is. I don’t know his name, but I suppose 
you'll meet him soon enough.” 

Thisbe blinked, trying to figure out what it all meant. “Dev,” she said softly, 
and then she looked at Rohan. “His name is Dev.” 





A Dark Venture 


The next morning when Mangrel opened ‘Thisbe’s door, the Revinir was 
standing there with him. The woman didn’t bother asking Thisbe if she’d be 
her assistant this time. She simply said, “Four bones.” 

Thisbe had to think fast. She hadn’t prepared for the Revinir to show up at 
her door—she’d just intended to tell Mangrel she was giving up and have him 
show her to the ruler. Now she scrambled to make her plan work. She kept her 
chin up and gazed at the woman's pale, wrinkled face. “I can’t do four,” said 
Thisbe. “It’s too heavy. It’s too much.” She dropped her gaze. 

The Revinir didn’t try to hide how pleased she was. “You could take two 
trips a day,” she suggested. “You might still have time for a couple hours of 
sleep each night. Though you'd miss dinner. You wouldnt last many days that 
way.” 

Thisbe stared at the dirt floor and was quiet, as if she were considering it. 

“Or you could work with me,” said the woman. “Those are your options. 
Which do you choose?” 

Thisbe glanced at Mangrel, who stood at attention, his face showing no 
emotion. Then she looked at the Revinir again and despaired. “I guess I have 
no choice. I won't live long without any meals.” 

“Precisely,” said the Revinir. She grew more reserved and clicked her long 
fingernails against each other. “Come along, then. Bring three dragon bones 


with you. We're starting a new project today. How convenient to have you to 
help me and my new assistant just when we need you. I timed that quite well, 
didn’t I?” 

When no one answered, the Revinir glanced at the crypt keeper. “Didn't 1, 
Mangrel?” 

Mangrel frowned slightly, then answered, “Yes, ma’am.” 

Thisbe took her morning pitcher of water and drank it slowly, staring at 
the Revinir over the rim the whole time, which she hoped was unnerving. 
When she finished, she wiped her mouth with her singed sleeve and handed 
the pitcher back to Mangrel, then turned away and harnessed three bones to 
herself. She dragged them into the hallway and followed the Revinir in the 
opposite direction she’d normally go. 

Thisbe watched the symbols on the walls, wondering which one of them 
pointed to the Revinir’s quarters. Eventually she determined that a crown 
symbol next to a purple directional arrow was the one to follow. She noted 
that the red arrows that pointed to the extraction room would return her to 
the hallway where her crypt was, so she wouldn't have to worry about getting 
lost on her way back. 

The path to the Revinir’s quarters twisted and turned, and the woman 
walked briskly. Thisbe followed, falling several steps behind because of her 
heavy load. Eventually they came to a group of soldiers who were guarding the 
entrance to a side hallway. When they saw the Revinir, they parted to let her 
and Thisbe through, and the woman spoke to them while Thisbe caught up. 
This side hallway had gold stone walls rather than the gray rock walls of the 
rest of the underground. The doors were covered in jewels. It reminded Thisbe 
a bit of the castle, and for a moment Thisbe wondered if the Revinir was 
trying to turn the catacombs into a showy underground palace. 

The woman went through one of the bejeweled doors and Thisbe went after 
her. The place shone with gaudy baubles and golden trinkets. Thisbe grimaced, 
finding it ugly. They passed through the entry room and continued into a huge 
kitchen, where enormous cauldrons sat near fire pits. Smoke curled up to the 
high ceiling and disappeared through a metal vent. Thisbe wondered if it led 
to the outside somehow, and if so, was the opening big enough for a girl her 
size? It didn’t seem likely. 

“You can unhitch the bones. You'll be working in here,” the Revinir 
declared. “But first we're going to have a little chat.” Thisbe slipped the harness 


off. They went back out of the kitchen and into a room nearby that had a 
throne in it, sitting atop a short pedestal. Thisbe nearly laughed at how 
ridiculous it looked. Did the woman actually sit there sometimes? If so, why? 
To feel important? Down here, there were only some soldiers and slaves 
around to be in awe over her—and Thisbe certainly wasn’t impressed. 

The Revinir stepped up to the throne and sat down ceremoniously. The 
hem of her robe rose up when she sat, revealing luminescent scales of all colors 
around her ankles. It was creepy. Thisbe stood on the floor, unsure of what she 
was supposed to do. 

“Tell me about your magic,” the woman demanded. “How did you destroy 
my birds?” 

Thisbe almost corrected her like she’d done before, but then decided not to 
bother. The Revinir might as well think she’d done that, too. “I don’t know 
how I did it. I was two.” 

“What else can you do? You sent sparks at my soldiers when they branded 
you. How did you do that?” 

“It just happens. I can’t control it,” Thisbe said easily, even though it was no 
longer true. She'd repeated that line her whole life. “It’s just some little sparky 
thing—it doesn’t do much.” 

“And? What more?” 

“Nothing much,” said Thisbe. “Not without spell components.” 

The Revinir frowned and stared at Thisbe, like she was trying to determine 
if she was lying. Thisbe stared back, convincing herself to believe everything 
shed just said—she wasn’t sure what the woman could do with her dragon 
abilities, but it seemed like dragons might be able to know if someone was 
telling the truth. So she assumed the same for the Revinir. It was unsettling, 
thinking about how many lies Thisbe had told down here. There were a lot. If 
lies were evil, Thisbe was starting to wonder if the Revinir’s assessment of her 
being more evil than good might actually be true. 

She didn’t want to think about it. “What can you do?” Thisbe asked her. 

The Revinir seemed taken aback by the direct question. Her face clouded. 
“A lot more than you.” 

“I didn’t know it was a competition,” said Thisbe, feeling like she was 
talking to a child. She sniffed and looked around the throne room. “What do 
you want me to do here, anyway?” 


“First you'll be helping me develop a new product to sell in Dragonsmarche. 
We'll see how well you do with that. Mostly I want you nearby so I can keep 
my eye on you.” 

“You could always just let me go. Then you wouldn't have to worry about 
me at all.” 

“Oooh no, my dear,” said the Revinir. “You're much too valuable.” 

Thisbe stiffened at the term of endearment. 

“Besides,” said the woman, softening her tone a bit. “We can do great things 
together.” 

Thisbe’s eyes narrowed. “Like what?” 

“Well,” said the Revinir, “to my knowledge, you and I are the only magical 
people in Grimere. Isnt that fascinating? And I’m growing more powerful by 
the moment with my dragon magic injections.” 

“You're injecting that bone marrow stuff?” asked Thisbe. “That’s disgusting.” 

“Ah, but I'm a wonderful showcase for the new product we'll be creating, 
and soon I'll be richer than the king. Of course, we won't be selling the same 
strength of magic that I use for myself—that would be absurd to let anyone 
become as powerful as me.” 

Thisbe stared. “What?” 

The Revinir continued. “I believe there’s a way to reap the benefits of the 
dragon bones on a less potent level, however, through bone broth. I’m testing 
it out in my kitchen, and I've already begun experimenting on my test subject. 
It’s risky, sure. But the bones are plentiful, and there is a great amount of gold 
to be made if I’m successful. The pirates will pay top prices once they see what 
I've done, and the townspeople will be astounded and beg for more. But the 
timing is very important.” She paused, deep in thought. 

Thisbe silently freaked out. 

“Once I buy the kingdom, or take it by force, we'll defeat my worst enemy 
once and for all. He'll never know what hit him.” 

“Your worst enemy?” asked Thisbe, suspecting she meant Alex, but hoping 
otherwise. “You mean the king?” 

The Revinir eyed her. “The king is my pawn. He made a grave mistake in 
letting my dragons escape, and he'll pay for it. But IIl finish him off when his 
usefulness has run out. I’m talking about someone far more powerful. 
Someone from another land.” 


Thisbe didn’t know of any other lands besides her own. “Do you mean the 
pirates? But you said you were going to sell this stuff to them.” 

“No, not the pirates.” She smiled down at the girl. “I’m talking about your 
brother.” 

Thisbe stared as if she were shocked to hear it. “My brother? You mean 
Alex?” 

“Yes. The one who left you here and never came back. That’s what a horrible 
person he is.” 

Thisbe reared back at the inaccurate portrayal of her brother. “He—he’s not 
—” she stammered. “He’s not horrible.” 

“Then why, Miss Stowe, hasn’t he come back for you? Why hasn’t anyone 
come back for you? Surely someone would, unless the ruler of your world 
commanded them not to.” 

Thisbe fought with her words, trying to find the ones to protest what the 
awful woman was saying. “You don’t know him at all!” she cried. 

“Maybe he’s trying to punish you,” the Revinir said. “Teach you a lesson by 
leaving you here. Have you done anything wrong lately? Anything against his 
wishes?” 

“I—I—you don’t know what you're talking about!” Thisbe said. “You're a 
terrible person to say such things about my brother. He loves me! He’s going 
to come for me.” As she said the words, she felt doubt creep in. She'd told 
herself the same thing just the other night. It had been weeks, and no one had 
come. What did it mean? Why hadn't they found her yet? Where were they? 

“There, there,” said the Revinir. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I just thought 
you'd have figured it out by now. After all, he didn’t take this long to come 
after me with an entire army the first time we had a falling out. You'd think 
hed come even quicker for his sister, but alas, he hasn't. It seems pretty 
obvious to me what’s going on here, but if you’re not ready to hear that .. . 
well, let’s change the subject.” She clicked her fingernails against the arms of 
her throne. “Are you ready to start working on the first batch of broth?” 

Thisbe couldn’t speak. Her face was hot with anger, and she feared she'd 
start shooting sparks everywhere if she wasn’t careful. She turned away from 
the woman and stared at the door where the soldiers stood. “Sure,” she said 
through gritted teeth. 

“Let’s get moving, then.” The Revinir stood and clapped her hands. “Come 
with us, Dev,” she called out, then turned to look behind her throne, where a 


small table was pushed up against it. Thisbe peered around it and gasped. Dev 
had been sitting there working quietly the whole time. 

“Come out, Dev. Meet Miss Stowe and show her what a great assistant you 
are. My first glorious test subject.” 

Dev stepped slowly into view. He wouldn’t make eye contact. Thisbe 
watched him, confused by what the Revinir was saying about him being a test 
subject. She looked harder at him, and then, with horror, she noticed that the 
skin below his ragged sleeves and pant legs was speckled lightly with dragon 


scales. 





Doubt Creeps In 


Thebe listened numbly as the Revinir showed her where to find everything in 
the test kitchen. Dev didn’t say a word. He looked like he wanted to disappear 
into the floor. When the Revinir had explained everything that Thisbe was to 
do, she turned to face the girl. “Do you have any questions?” 

“No,” Thisbe said. Then: “Yes. Why are you doing this here? Why not in the 
testing room?” 

“I wish to keep this product private for now until I know how it works. 
Once I’ve determined the proper levels to provide the weakest visible effects, 
we'll produce a small batch to sell in the marketplace. I don’t want it to be too 
plentiful—we want dragon-bone broth to become a craze. We want people to 
be searching for it. We want them to feel they must have it at all costs.” 

“But ... arent you afraid of people buying it and becoming magical and 
able to attack you?” 

The Revinir laughed. “They won't have access to nearly enough magical 
product to make them anywhere strong enough to attack me. Besides, they 
can’t get to me down here. And when I've gotten as powerful as I can be, and 
finished all I intend to do around here, we'll leave this place. I'll go back home 
to Warbler Island and take over the other islands like I'd planned all along. 
Especially Artimeé.” 

Thisbe stared. “But how will you get across the gorge?” 


The woman smiled. “I have my ways of getting back home. And there are 
the ghost dragons to the south and west of us if I should need to take them 
captive. But with any luck, I'll have my own dragon wings by the time I need 
them.” 

Even Dev reacted to that, repulsion evident on his face. 

Thisbe could hardly take in what she was hearing. She didn’t ask any more 
questions. Eventually the Revinir left her and Dev alone in the kitchen to start 
working on the magical dragon-bone broth. Three soldiers stood guard at the 
entrance to the Revinir’s quarters, a whole room away from the kitchen. 
Thisbe and Dev were practically alone. 

Thisbe turned to look Dev in the eye. “Hello again, thief,” she said. “I didn’t 
think Id ever see you again. And now you've got dragon scales. How 
fashionable.” 

Dev closed his eyes and shook his head. “Shut it.” 

“Rude,” muttered Thisbe. She hauled one of the giant pots across the floor 
to place on the fire, then hoisted one of the dragon bones into it. Then she 
began dragging buckets of water to pour over the bone. The Revinir had said 
it would need to simmer for many hours, perhaps overnight, in order for some 
of the magic to seep out of the bones into the broth. 

Dev did the same with another pot and bone. He didn’t talk to Thisbe. 

She didn’t talk to him, either—she was still reeling about him having 
dragon scales. Part of her thought through the idea of getting Dev on her side. 
He was maybe a little bit powerful now because of drinking the dragon-bone 
broth, which could be useful, though she had no idea what he could do— 
perhaps he just had the scales and that was it. The other part of her wanted to 
punch him in the face for what he’d done to her and Fifer and Seth. She 
wanted answers. But she knew she needed him on her side. She just wasn’t sure 
how to get him there. And if she did, how would she even know? He wasn’t 
trustworthy. 

Once they both had their pots filled, all they had to do was sit and watch 
them, and add more water after a while to cover the portion that boiled off. 
The two sat awkwardly across the room from each other by their pots and 
stayed that way, casting veiled glances at each other. 

Eventually Dev sighed and got up. He went over to Thisbe and sat down 
next to her. “Sorry,” he mumbled. 


Finding his apology surprising yet totally inadequate, Thisbe ignored him 
and chose instead to read the labels of the various ingredients on the pantry 
shelves next to her. 

After a few minutes, Dev began to tremble and shake. 

Thisbe didn’t notice what was happening at first. But then Dev made a few 
weird squeaks. She turned and realized with a start that he was falling apart in 
sobs. She looked at him in alarm, and then she glanced out the door to make 
sure the soldiers weren’t watching. After a long moment of uncertainty, she 
reluctantly reached out to him and gave him an awkward hug. 

He held his body stiff, like he didn’t know how to hug, but he stayed there, 
crying into Thisbe’s dirty shirt like the world had ended for him. 

Thisbe wasn’t sure what to do. She stayed still and patted his back every 
now and then. Once she said, “There. It’s okay.” That made him cry harder. She 
didn’t know what to make of it, but her sympathy for him grew as the time 
passed. She thought about what might have caused him to be so 
overwhelmingly crushed that he would fall apart like this with a practical 
stranger. Had he lost his precious piece of traitor gold? Or was he actually 
broken up about leaving the palace? This work in the kitchen seemed so much 
easier than the work he'd been doing—she’d think he’d be happy about that. 

After a while he lifted his head and sniffed loudly. Then he wiped his face 
with his shirtsleeve. The uneven smattering of dragon scales on his forearm 
caught the light and shimmered. Maybe that was why he was crying. Thisbe 
hadn't fully processed how the Revinir might have administered the test 
product to him, but if she’d forced him to take it against his will, that seemed 
a strong enough reason to be upset. 

“Are you all right?” Thisbe asked gently. 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” said Dev. He pulled away and stared at his 
cauldron. 

Thisbe made a frustrated noise, her sympathy flying out the door. “Are you 
kidding me? You get snot all over my shirt and you won't tell me what is so 
upsetting?” After weeks away from Dev, she was immediately as annoyed by 
him as she had been the day he'd stolen their food and eaten it in front of 
them. 

“It’s not that I won't. It’s just... I don’t want to start blubbering again.” He 
said “blubbering” with a sneer, then frowned hard at the floor. 


“Suit yourself,” said Thisbe, her tone icy. “But where I come from, 
blubbering isn’t something to avoid. It’s a normal part of life to cry sometimes. 
And it makes you feel better. So maybe if you feel better, we'll both have a 
nicer time of it here.” 

Dev said nothing, but another tear dripped down his cheek. He swiped at 
1t. 

Thisbe sighed. She got up and went to check the bone broth. “So .. . she 
made you drink this stuff? Is that how you got all scaly?” 

“Yeah.” 

Thisbe peered at him. “Can you do anything magical now? Or dragonlike?” 

“I... No. I don’t think so.” 

“Do you feel anything different?” 

Dev flashed an annoyed look. “My nose still hurts from when you broke it.” 

Thisbe frowned. Back in the dungeon, she'd planted a glass spell in his way 
and he’d slammed into it face-first. The reminder made her want to do it 
again. “So you don’t feel anything different at all? You just grew some scales? 
Do they itch? They look itchy.” 

Dev sighed heavily and got up. He walked across the room to his cauldron 
and sat down on the floor over there. 

Thisbe rolled her eyes. This wasn’t going at all how she'd planned. She'd 
wanted to be friendly with Dev and try to get him to join her and Rohan in a 
revolt. But his bad attitude was extremely annoying, and Thisbe couldn’t seem 
to let it go. Why couldn't he be decent? 

After a while Thisbe sat down again by her pot. “I’m sorry about breaking 
your nose.” 

Dev shrugged and closed his eyes. “I lied. It wasn’t broken. Just sore.” 

“Of course you lied,” muttered Thisbe. What else was new? 

Dev fell asleep, or faked it well, and Thisbe sat wrapped in her thoughts. 
When she grew bored, she concentrated on the fire and tried to flick sparks at 
it. She wanted her aim to get better from close range, but her flicks caused 
sparks to go in all sorts of directions. One flew up and came down on her 
head, causing a lock of her hair to melt and fall to the floor. She slapped the 
top of her head to make sure it went out. Then she scooted back from the fire 
to try sending sparks at it again from a distance. 

The day continued with time moving extraordinarily slowly. Thisbe napped 
too. When she awoke to a nasty smell, she scrunched her nose and sat up. 


“What’s that awful stink?” she asked Dev. 

“It’s the bone broth,” he said, seeming less antagonistic after his nap. “The 
bones are releasing all the gunk inside them. It reeks enough to poison the 
gods. The Revinir said that'll make people in the marketplace want it even 
more. I don’t get it, but she seems to know what she’s doing.” 

“Is she going to keep making you drink it?” 

Dev gazed at his forearms. His expression grew troubled again. “I think so.” 

Thisbe watched him. “Is there any way to make the scales go away?” she 
asked softly. 

“I don’t know.” Dev blew out a breath. “It doesn’t matter, I guess. Nothing 
that happens to me matters. We're not people. Not to her. Or to them.” 

“Them?” asked Thisbe, puzzled. “The soldiers?” 

“Well, them too.” 

“But that’s not who you meant.” 

Dev gave her a look. “Youre not going to give up with the questions, are 
you?” 

Thisbe grinned. “Not likely.” 

He threw his hands up. “Fine. The princess. And the whole kingdom, really. 
We're just ... less than.” His face screwed up. Then he stopped fighting the 
tears and let them go. He pressed his thumb and forefinger to the inside 
corners of his eyes, squeezing even more out. 

Thisbe was quiet. After a while, she said, “I thought Shanti was your 
friend.” 

Dev didn’t answer at first. Then he let out a shuddering sigh. “So did I.” 

So that was why Dev was so upset. Even though she knew some of what had 
happened from Rohan, she didn’t want to let on. “What happened? Is she the 
one who got rid of you? Did she send you here?” 

He stared at the floor in front of him and nodded. “She’d been mad at me 
for a few weeks.” 

“Why?” 

After a moment, Dev looked up. “Because I helped your friends save Fifer’s 


life.” 





Trying To Cope 


Thisbe looked up sharply. “What?” she asked Dev. “Fifer’s alive?” 

“She was alive when I saw her,” Dev said. “I showed Thatcher how to stop 
her bleeding. If he kept doing what I showed him, I would guess she survived.” 

The news of Fifer slammed into Thisbe, leaving her reeling. Over the past 
weeks she'd tried desperately to put Fifer’s unknown fate in the back of her 
mind so she could get through each day. And now everything that had 
happened, everything she’d tamped down in order not to feel it, came rushing 
back. She slid her shaking fingers into her hair and gripped it, wanting to 
scream, but she couldn’t with the soldiers nearby. She covered her mouth and 
tried to calm her breath until she could trust herself to speak quietly again. 
“Fifer’s alive. You think.” 

Dev gave her a pained look that was not unkind. “I think so, Thisbe, but I 
can't say for sure. All I know is that she was alive at the point when Thatcher 
and that flying monster reached the forest. Thatcher and I started patching 
her up. She'd lost a lot of blood. And they had a long journey ahead of them, 
right? I told them to go right away—they weren't safe in Grimere with her.” 

The additional revelations rattled Thisbe again. “So they went . . . home? 
Without me?” She choked on the words as she pictured Simber, Thatcher, and 


Fifer flying over the gorge, away from her. She'd assumed it after a while, but 
now she knew it was true, and it hurt like a fresh stab to the heart. 

Dev nodded. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I watched them go. I think they had to 
—they had to do it to save Fifer’s life.” 

Thisbe felt her body go numb. Of course they had to do that. Of course 
they needed to save her sister, who was right there with them, rather than the 
one they couldn't get to. There was no other choice. 

After a long while, Thisbe looked up. She swallowed hard. “You haven't seen 
them return?” 

Dev’s expression flickered, like he was realizing what Thisbe must be 
thinking—that they weren’t coming back for her. “No,” he said reluctantly. “Td 
been watching. Before Shanti sent me here, anyway. That was three days ago.” 

Thisbe grew urgent. “No sign of anyone? Are you sure you'd have seen 
them?” 

“If not with my own eyes, I'd have heard about it. Visitors from that 
direction don’t often go unnoticed.” 

Thisbe felt something tearing through her chest. She couldn't breathe. Her 
head fell back against the wall, and she began to moan in pain like a wounded 
animal. 

Dev looked at her in alarm. He glanced worriedly at the door, then back at 
Thisbe. When she continued the noise, he got up and went over to her. “Shh,” 
he said softly, keeping an eye out for soldiers. “I know it feels bad.” 

Thisbe raked in a breath and started sobbing. “They should have come back 
by now,” she cried, not caring who heard her. Her heart was breaking right 
there on the Revinir’s kitchen floor, and she couldn't stop it. 

Desperate, Dev reached out to put an arm around her shoulders. “Shh,” he 
said again. “Shh. The soldiers will hear.” 

Thisbe covered her face with her hands and shook. Dev patted her back, 
looking terribly uncomfortable but growing more desperate to quiet her cries. 
“Thisbe,” he said firmly. “It’s going to be okay. It doesn’t mean they’re not 
coming. Maybe something held them up.” 

Thisbe shook her head in her hands. She knew better. Nothing could hold 
them up if they really wanted to go after something. She'd read Lani’s books. 
The people of Artimé were warriors. And they didn’t waste time. 

After a while Thisbe lifted her head and saw Dev’s concerned face in front 
of hers. She looked at him for a long moment. “Maybe the Revinir was right,” 


she whispered. “They’re never coming back.” 

“Don’t listen to her,” said Dev weakly. But his face gave away his own 
suspicions. “How long does it take for them to get to your island?” 

“A few days. They could have dropped Fifer off and turned around and 
been back here within a week.” 

“Oh.” Dev looked away. 

Thisbe could tell he believed what she was thinking and feeling too. They 
should have been back long before now. For an instant Thisbe wondered if the 
Revinir was right that Alex really was teaching her a lesson. If so, it was the 
meanest lesson she'd ever heard of. But deep in her heart Thisbe knew that 
couldnt be it. The Revinir was lying, making things up to get Thisbe to be on 
her side. Even as forgotten as Thisbe was feeling right now, she knew there had 
to be a logical reason for no one from Artimé coming back for her. And she 
refused to let the Revinir poison her mind against her brother—everything 
he’d ever done was out of love for her. She knew that. She began crying again, 
quietly this time. Because despite all that, she still had no idea where they 
could be. 

Dev gave her a helpless look. After a while he got up to add water to his 
bone broth. He added some to Thisbe’s as well while she sat grieving on the 
floor. 

Hours went by in which neither of them spoke. Before they were done for 
the day and allowed to return to their crypts, Thisbe turned to Dev. “Thank 
you for saving my sister’s life,” she said. “And I’m sorry about Shanti.” 

Dev glanced at her, and for a moment they both felt the connection that 
comes when people are in pain together. “Thanks,” he said. After a minute, he 


added, “She was my only friend.” 





Dev’s Story 


Thishe spent a thoughtful evening alone in her crypt. It was a night Rohan was 
working, so he wasn't around. She ate her meal and worked on her magic half- 
heartedly, then went to sleep early. 

The next morning Mangrel told her to bring three more bones to the 
Revinir’s kitchen. She dragged them there. 

The stench of the broth was permeating the nearby hallways now. When 
Thisbe arrived, Dev was already there with the Revinir, checking the cauldrons 
that they’d covered and left simmering over a slowly dying fire all night. Dev 
stoked the fires and added wood as Thisbe unharnessed her dragon bones. 

“That's the last load you'll need to bring for this batch of product,” said the 
Revinir, tasting the broth. She wrinkled her nose. “Disgusting,” she said. “It’s 
perfect.” 

Dev flashed an “I told you so” glance at Thisbe, and it was true—to the 
Revinir, bad was good. Scarcity increased demand. What other weird lesson 
would Thisbe learn today? 

“Now we'll have to make the new broth equally as bad,” the Revinir 
declared. 

“New broth? Won't it all taste the same?” asked Thisbe. “It’s just bones and 
water.” 


“You'll see soon enough.” The Revinir took a cup and dipped it in the 
dragon-bone broth. She handed it to Dev. “Drink up,” she said. “Let’s see how 
strong it is.” 

Dev closed his eyes momentarily, as if he was resigned to doing this thing 
he didn’t want to do. He plugged his nose, then took a few swallows. He 
almost gagged, but held it down. Then he took a few more breaths and 
finished the cup. “Blech!” he said when he finished. “That is just . . . the worst. 
It gives me a stomachache.” 

“Lift your sleeve,” said the Revinir, who didn’t seem to care. 

Dev shoved his sleeve up, revealing the scales. As they looked on, a few 
more scales appeared and blended in with the existing ones. 

“Hmm,” said the woman. She turned to Thisbe, her eyes narrowed, then 
scooped another cup of broth. “Drink it,” she said, shoving it at her. 

“Who, me? No!” said Thisbe, though she was curious about it. 

“Soldiers,” called the Revinir. Three soldiers came running. They pulled out 
their weapons. The Revinir turned back to Thisbe. “Drink it!” 

“Sheesh.” Thisbe, unnerved, took the cup in her shaky hand. She looked at 
Dev, who had dropped his gaze. Her heart fluttered in her chest, as if she 
sensed her life was about to change forever, and she gasped a little in fear. “I 
can’t do it,” she said. 

One of the soldiers stepped closer, a menacing look on his face. 

“Do it!” said the Revinir. 

“Okay!” said Thisbe, shrinking back. She closed her eyes and pressed the 
warm cup to her lips. She tipped it and took a sip, swallowing it down. It was 
awful. 

“Hurry up,” said the Revinir. “Tve got things to do today.” 

Now that shed taken the first bit and there was no undoing it, the rest 
went down more easily. She took a few swallows, grimaced, and then finished 
it. It made her feel a little bit dizzy. Her arms and legs began tingling. 

“Your arm,” prompted the Revinir. 

Thisbe pushed her sleeve up and held her arm out. A smattering of 
iridescent scales pushed out of her skin. She stared at them. “Oh my,” she 
breathed, equally horrified and curious. They'd sprouted from her body, which 
was weird. But they were beautiful. 

“It’s too strong,” declared the Revinir. “Dilute it with water to twice the 
volume. Then bottle it up to be sold. Don’t spill any—not a drop!” With that, 


she dashed off. 

The soldiers left the kitchen too and settled in their usual spot by the 
hallway. Dev and Thisbe looked at each other. Then Thisbe examined her arms 
and legs again and tried unsuccessfully to pull one of the scales out. “This is... 
horrifying. I think.” 

“I mean, you get used to it,” said Dev, looking cautiously at Thisbe. “It’s 
really sort of interesting. Unique, you know?” 

But Thisbe was overwhelmed. Even coming from a magical world, she'd 
never seen or experienced anything like this. It was one thing to discover the 
larger-than-life Revinir sporting the scales, but to have felt them sprout from 
her own skin and to see them shining now—it was nothing less than 
extraordinary. She was forever changed. A human with dragon scales! And it 
had happened with such negativity and force, and so little fanfare or joy, 
which felt wrong for such a beautiful thing. It seemed like it could be so great 
to take on a dragon property like this, yet it had been done in such a 
degrading way that Thisbe was having a terrible time trying to figure out how 
to feel about it. 

She crouched and looked at her legs, and slid her finger over her shin, 
feeling a surprising softness. This was so strange that she couldn't quite grasp 
what it meant for her. Would the scales ever go away? 

“Are you okay?” asked Dev, looking at Thisbe curiously. “It’s a little bit of an 
odd feeling, isn’t it? Like ... losing a tooth. It takes a couple days for it to feel 
normal.” 

Thisbe nodded. She definitely felt odd, not just physically, but mentally, 
too. Almost like she had gained an unspecified amount of knowledge, though 
she couldn’t pinpoint any topics. She felt older, though that wasn’t quite it 
either. “Wiser,” she murmured. 

“Yes,” Dev said emphatically. He knew exactly what she meant. Then he 
turned quickly, embarrassed by his own enthusiasm over Thisbe’s sudden 
change. Perhaps he felt less alone because of it. He fumbled with a cart filled 
with tiny empty bottles, then remembered they needed to dilute the broth 
first and went after a bucket of water. “I told you it tastes awful.” 

“Yes. It’s like dirt and mustiness,” said Thisbe, wondering if her fate had 
been instantly changed by this. Perhaps not. All she knew was that her desire 
to escape was stronger than ever. Would this newfound wisdom help her 


understand the Revinir a bit better? Could she anticipate the woman's 
motives more successfully now? Maybe it could help her get out of here. 

Her mind turned to that dilemma as she absently stroked her arm, trying 
to get used to the surprising softness of the scales. When she brushed her hand 
down over them, they lay smooth and flat. But when she brushed upward, they 
stood uncomfortably, tugging at her skin. She didn’t like that feeling, so she 
smoothed everything downward again. 

Dev’s water bucket clanged against the side of his cauldron, bringing Thisbe 
back to the task at hand. She realized that he was doing all the work while she 
had just been standing there. “Sorry,” she said, and began helping to dilute the 
broth. She could feel the scales slice the air. 

“It’s okay,” said Dev generously, going back for more water. “I get it.” 

Thisbe marveled a bit longer, but her thoughts eventually returned to 
escaping again. She knew with certainty that she needed to work on Dev some 
more—and with the new scales, they had something extraordinary in common. 
That could serve to bring them closer. And he was being decent today, at least, 
so she wanted to take advantage of it. As they worked, she thought about the 
previous day and realized she'd never gotten the whole story behind why Dev 
was sent away from the castle. Maybe talking about that would also serve to 
strengthen her trust in him a little. 

“So... what actually happened to bring you here?” asked Thisbe. “You said 
Shanti sent you away because you helped Fifer.” 

“Yes,” said Dev. “That was part of it.” 

“Why wouldnt she want you to help her?” 

Dev shrugged. “Shanti assumed Fifer would die. She was mad that she 
wouldn’t get the money from selling her at the auction after she was counting 
on her.” 

Perhaps because of the Revinir’s teachings about the marketplace, or 
because of the wisdom from the dragon-bone broth, Thisbe, who'd never spent 
money in any form before, was beginning to understand how and why it was 
used to trade for things. But she still thought money was a waste of time. “In 
Artimé, we don’t use money. Nobody buys or sells things We just have them. 
Or we give each other things if we need something. I guess we don’t need gold 
if we have magic.” She thought for a moment, landing back on what Dev had 
said about Shanti. “Wait. The princess didn’t want you to help a severely 
injured person because she was losing money over it?” 


“Basically.” 

Thisbe was incredulous. “And you went against Shanti’s wishes to save my 
sister? You risked that?” 

Dev looked uncomfortable. “Of course. Fifer was going to die otherwise.” 
He started to fill the tiny bottles. 

Thisbe wasn’t quite sure what to say—Dev had been a hero, and she'd had to 
drag the information out of him. That wasn’t what she’d expected from him. 
“Then what happened?” she asked. 

Dev started from the beginning and told her about how he and Shanti had 
been heading for Dragonsmarche to see what would happen at the auction 
when they noticed Simber flying toward them. After Dev had done what he 
could and the Artiméans flew away, he and Shanti continued to the city. 
“Dragonsmarche was in chaos when we got there. Carts were overturned, 
people trampled, the giant aquarium was cracked and flooding the square, and 
some of the sea creatures were sure to die. There was nothing we could do for 
them. Some were captured and stolen. I hope the rest of them made it to the 
lake.” 

“That's horrible.” Thisbe remembered pointing out the aquarium to Fifer 
before they’d been tied up on the auction stage. There had been a creature 
inside that had looked familiar. But it was all a blur now. 

“We hung around the square listening to the story about what happened to 
you. I tried looking for you, but of course there’s no way I know of to make the 
Revinir’s elevator come up when you're on the outside. Most of us didn’t even 
know that entrance to the catacombs existed. She must only use it in the dead 
of night or something.” 

Thisbe had figured as much when the crowd seemed surprised to see it 
come up in the square. “You really looked for me?” 

Dev’s expression flickered. “I mean, I couldn't, obviously—you were 
underground, and the other entrances are far away from where we were in 
Dragonsmarche. But I looked around a little, in case the townspeople were 
wrong.” 

“Interesting,” said Thisbe. She almost smiled, but the memory of being 
snatched away by the Revinir was too heartbreaking—that moment marked 
Thisbe’s estrangement from everything she knew, or might ever know again. 
“Did the Revinir pay Princess Shanti for me? Or did she just steal me and get 
away with it?” 


“I think she paid the princess something afterward. But then she got really 
mad when she found out the dragons had escaped.” 

Thisbe nodded, saying nothing to give away the fact that she'd learned 
some of that information already. She felt an emptiness growing inside 
whenever she thought about people buying and selling other people. And she 
wondered if Alex and the others would have to buy her in order to get her 
back. The desolate feeling led her to wonder once more if the Revinir was 
right about Alex not sending a rescue party for her. Why? The question 
pounded in her ears, unanswered. Maybe he'd had enough of her. Maybe he'd 
actually just thrown his hands in the air in frustration for the last time. But 
wouldn’t someone try to talk him into going back, like Florence or Lani? 
Wouldn’t anyone else come back for her? Not even Fifer? Maybe they didn’t 
know how to get money. 

It was all too confusing. As much as Thisbe tried to convince herself that 
she was being ridiculous in thinking any of those bad thoughts, she still 
couldn’t come up with a good reason for Alex not sending someone for her. 
And that continued to sow more and more doubt in her mind as she began to 
bottle the magical bone broth. 

“So you stayed with the princess?” Thisbe said eventually, picking up Dev’s 
story again and prompting him for more. 

“Yes, but she was mad that Id defied her. I apologized, and things got a 
little better. Then, about a week ago, the Revinir finally discovered that her 
dragons had escaped—she hadn't heard about it since she was underground, I 
guess, and the king wasn’t about to admit it. But word worked its way 
underground to the Revinir’s soldiers, and she came storming into the castle 
to talk to the king.” 

“If the Revinir owned the dragons, why did the king have them?” 

“The Revinir didn’t have a place to keep them. The original dragon entrance 
to the catacombs, which was used to bring in the dead ones, collapsed a long 
time ago with the big earthquake, and they don’t fit into any of the other 
entrances. So the Revinir had made an arrangement with the king, which 
allowed him to use the dragons infrequently to transport building materials 
and jewels and junk like that in exchange for keeping them captive and 
feeding them.” 

“Oh.” 


“Anyway, when the Revinir found out the dragons were gone, she was really 
mad. There was a huge shouting match, and the princess got hauled into it 
because the king found out that she was the one who'd ordered the gate 
opened, which allowed them to escape. Naturally Shanti was boiling mad at 
me, since it was sort of my idea to release them.” 

“It was—you?” Thisbe was surprised again. 

“Yeah. I couldn’t stand that they were locked up and muzzled like that. 
Anyway, when the Revinir demanded payment from the king, Shanti 
suggested ... me.” He grew quiet. “So. That’s how that happened.” 

Thisbe dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry.” She had so much to process, so much 
she wanted to say. Dev was more complex than she’d ever imagined, and she 
wasn’t sure what to think about him and how the things he’d done and all he'd 
experienced in his life had shaped him. He was one surprise move after 
another—maybe that’s what happened when you were exactly half-bad and 
half-good. Whatever the case, Thisbe was mystified by him. 


e e e 


They worked the day away, scooping all the way to the bottom of the giant 
cauldrons and pouring the smelly liquid into tiny bottles, then capping them 
tightly and putting them on a cart. When they finished, they began the broth- 
making process all over again, each with a new bone in their pots, covering 
them with water and stoking the fires to bring them to a boil. 

After a while, a soldier came in. “The Revinir told me to tell you that you're 
to stay late tonight to add water to the cauldrons for the next five hours. Then 
you can cover them for the night and go.” 

“Five more hours?” Thisbe looked up at the woman. “Why can’t you just put 
some water in these pots? Why do we need to sit here?” 

The soldier pointed her weapon at Thisbe. 

“Okay, okay,” Thisbe muttered. She wasn’t happy about this development. It 
meant she might miss her secret evening time in the tunnel with Rohan. She 
was looking forward to seeing him, and she wanted to show him what the 
Revinir had done to her. Every time she moved, she felt the breeze slice 
through the scales, and it reminded her again of this incredible thing that had 
changed her. She still hadn’t quite gotten over the shock of it. Now and then 


she rubbed her hand over them, always expecting them to be sharper. But they 
remained soft and pliable. They didn’t itch. 

As she and Dev continued their jobs into the evening, they chatted on and 
off. Things had grown comfortable between them, and they sat together in 
between the times they were adding water to their cauldrons. The horrid smell 
grew as the bones boiled and released their bits of magic into the liquid. 

Dev explained to Thisbe the parts of the dragon-freeing story that she'd 
missed while being chained in the castle dungeon. And he told her how he’d 
led Seth out. Eventually he also confessed that he'd intentionally put Thisbe in 
the prison chamber with Maiven Taveer because he knew the old woman 
would be decent to her. 

The surprises about Dev didn’t end. Hed done some really thoughtful 
things. Maybe he wasn’t all bad. Thisbe laughed to herself at the joke, but then 
realized he could have changed for the worse or the better by now, and it 
seemed like he was heading in the better direction. But was he good enough to 
trust him with her secret to escape? He'd burned her before. She was tempted 
to tell him, but she just couldn’t. Not yet. She needed to be absolutely certain 
he wouldn’t betray her. 

As they were about to leave for the night, there was a noise at the door. 
Thisbe turned and sucked in a sharp breath when she saw Rohan coming 
toward her, dragging a huge sack of small bones into the kitchen. He looked 
exhausted and ragged. 

“Rohan,” she whispered. Then her eyes landed on the bones. Her sight 
wavered for an instant when she realized what they were. 

“Who are you?” Dev asked him, looking alarmed at the delivery. “What are 
those for?” 

Rohan glanced at Thisbe, telegraphing a warning look. Then he turned to 
Dev. “The Revinir told me to deposit these here.” 

Dev narrowed his eyes at the pile. “Those . . . aren’t dragon bones.” 

“No, they aren't,” said Rohan, looking disgusted. He unhooked his harness 
from the sack, which fell open and flattened on the floor, leaving the bones in 
a pile. “You're to make broth from these once the dragon-bone broth is done.” 
He looked defeated. “May the gods of our ancestors forgive us all.” With that 
he turned around and walked heavily out of the room. 





That night Thisbe and Rohan huddled in the tunnel between their crypts. 
Rohan’s mood was unlike any Thisbe had witnessed. He seemed beside himself 
in desperation. “Unearthing the dragon bones was bad enough. Making broth 
from them for profit—even worse. But now, taking the bones of our ruling 
ancestors who came before us . . . It’s absolutely beyond the pale. I feel like 
filth. Like I’ve lost all sense of decency.” 

“But it’s not your fault,” Thisbe said. “The Revinir is making you do it.” 

Rohan buried his face in his hands and sighed heavily. “I complied. I didn’t 
resist. I should have.” 

“She'll torture you if you resist! You're trying to stay alive. We're trying to 
get out of here.” 

Rohan shook his head. “On my walk back, I saw my future in those bones, 
Thisbe. And it was one of complete disgrace. What good is living under the 
weight of that?” He dropped his hands and looked at her, his passion evident. 
“Tell me if you know the answer. Make up something. I’m grasping for an 
excuse. For anything that will allow me to sleep tonight, because I can’t 
rationalize this any longer.” A noise of frustration escaped him. “I have too 
much time to think.” 

Thisbe looked at him with solemn eyes. A long moment passed in silence as 


she rolled the words over in her head. These bones didn’t quite have the depth 


of meaning to her as they did to him, but he was right. And while discovering 
her history was new and strange to her, Thisbe felt the horror in her gut too, 
growing more powerful since she’d taken the broth, as if a stronger sense of 
right and wrong had begun to shred away her innocence. 

“I don’t know the answer,” she said. “But look.” She pulled up her sleeve and 
showed him her arm with its dragon scales. 

Rohan sucked in a breath and held his candle closer, examining her arm. 
“She made you drink it too?” 

Thisbe nodded. “She brought in the guards to threaten me.” 

“Oh, Thisbe.” Rohan didn’t seem to know what else to say. “I’m sorry.” 

“You can touch them if you want. I don’t... I don’t hate them.” 

After a moment Rohan drew his finger lightly down Thisbe’s arm. “Can you 
still feel things?” he asked. 

“Yes.” 

“They’re softer than I imagined.” 

Thisbe nodded. “Do you think they will ever go away? I tried to pluck one, 
but it’s stuck fast.” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Dev has had more than me. She’s been testing on him for a couple days.” 

Rohan shook his head and closed his eyes, a pained expression on his face. 
“And now the ancestor bones. We can’t... We just can’t. . .” He let his head 
fall back against the stone wall. 

Thisbe didn’t know how to comfort him. She didn’t know how to stop what 
was happening. But she had new information to share, so she turned to that. 
“Dev said the Revinir paid the princess something after she snatched me from 
the auction, trying to be fair about it and not stealing me. So that might be 
why she was so angry when she found out about the dragons’ escape and 
learned that the king kept it from her at first. Now she really doesn’t trust the 
king.” 

Rohan sighed and let his head fall forward. “That’s not encouraging in the 
least. The stability of Grimere is about to crumble.” 

Thisbe didn’t know what to say, but fear clutched her throat. War was such 
an unknown to her—she'd only known peace in her world. 

After a few minutes, Rohan opened his eyes. “I’m so tired, but we have to 
fight this. Are you ready to escape? Can you be ready soon?” 


Thisbe pressed her lips together. She’d been practicing her magic, her aim, 
her concentration for some time now. Shed grown steadily better, but she 
knew her ability was limited. Her explosive spells would work for a time, but 
did she have enough in her to fight everyone they’d come across as they ran to 
the exit? She wasn’t confident. 

“How will we go?” she asked. “When is the best time? Do we try to kill the 
Revinir or focus only on escaping? What about Dev? And what about our 
black-eyed brothers and sisters? Do we leave them here? Or try to tell them 
what we're doing?” 

Rohan blew out a breath. “This is complicated,” he said. “If we tell too 
many, word will leak to the Revinir. Do you trust Dev?” 

Thisbe closed her eyes, feeling a faint electricity buzzing over her scales 
when she thought of him. She was torn in half trying to decide. And as much 
as she wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, she didn’t have any room 
to make a mistake just because she felt sorry for him in a weak moment. “I’m 
not sure. Do you know how to swim?” 

“Yes, a little. Why? The river?” He looked scared but didn’t voice his fear. 

“Yes. I think we two should go alone and head for the river exit. We can 
figure out how to come back for the others later. Shall we plan it for two days 
from now, when you return with your next load of ancestor bones?” 

Rohan nodded. “We'll go that night, at midnight when the slaves are locked 
in and the soldiers are feeling at ease. You can break through the door, and 
we'll go no matter what happens.” 

Thisbe nodded. 

“We can’t continue on like this,” Rohan said, as if to reassure himself that 
this was the right plan. 

“And if we die in the river,” said Thisbe, “at least we'll die honoring the lives 
of our ancestors.” 

Rohan agreed. “I can’t bear to go on desecrating their remains—it will rest 
on my conscience forever. So it’s settled: In two days we'll run for the river at 
midnight. And we won't stop for any reason.” 

Thisbe’s eyes shone in the candlelight. She grasped Rohan’s hand, and they 
nodded solemnly together. It was settled. They stayed up late planning and 
then said their good-byes before going off to sleep—they wouldn't see one 
another again until the escape. But no matter how tired she was, Thisbe tossed 
and turned. They had a plan. But how were they going to get across that river? 


In the middle of the night Thisbe awoke with a start, her scales standing on 
end. She was panting as if she’d been running for the exit in her dreams. And 
in the pitch blackness, an idea began to form. 





A New World 


Horning was dawning when Alex and his team flew over the gorge, giving 
them a spectacular view of the gaping space between the worlds. Behind them 
the wide waterfall of the seven islands, which they'd once been swept down, 
rolled neatly under the world and disappeared into the mist. In front of them 
soon appeared the narrow waterfall that fell infinitely off the cliffs of Grimere. 
The sun hit the highest castle, next to it, making it sparkle. 

“That’s the castle where the dragons were chained up,” announced Seth, 
sitting up a little on Arabis’s back and acting as a tour guide for the others. 
“There’s a horrible dungeon with lots of prisoners and the dragon stalls.” As 
they reached the other side of the gap, Seth went on to describe in graphic 
detail how Hux nearly hadn’t made it, and how he and the twins had been 
hanging by slipping vines above the great nothingness. 

“That’s a lot more than I needed to know,” remarked Carina. Alex nodded 
in agreement. 

“The twins saved me, pretty much,” Seth admitted. “If it hadn’t been for 
them, we wouldn't have been tied together. Thisbe was able to hang on to Fifer 
and me until Hux could pull us up.” He paused, remembering, then added, “I 
like this way better.” 

Arabis, Simber, and Talon landed safely on the mountainside near where 
Seth and the girls had been before. The Artiméans climbed down to stretch. 
Kitten crawled out of Seth’s pocket and began sniffing the air all around them. 


Arabis turned her head to address the group. “There is an entrance to the 
catacombs from the castle Grimere’s dungeon,” she said. “I’ve never seen it, but 
I know the passageways go on for miles and miles underground. The entrance 
in Dragonsmarche would be near the center. There is a third entrance beyond 
Dragonsmarche, near the crater lake. I've flown by that one. It’s a cavelike 
opening high on a rock wall that drops down to the lake’s edge.” 

“A cave opening?” asked Simber. “That might be easierrr to access than 
trrrying to figurrre out how to rrraise that moving cylinderrr in the middle of 
the squarrre.” 

“It would be if it were big enough,” said Arabis. “Unfortunately neither you 
nor I would be able to fit. I don’t think anyone uses it except for fresh air. 
There’s a sheer drop-off to the shore of the lake, and it’s quite impossible to 
access for most anyone.” She eyeballed Talon. “Though Talon might be small 
enough to enter that way.” 

“The castle entrance doesn’t seem like our best option either,” said 
Thatcher. He recounted to the others his narrow escape when the portcullis 
came down. “There are soldiers everywhere who would see us coming and close 
the drawbridge. Besides, I don’t ever want to go near that dungeon again, 
much less through it, even if we did manage to get past everybody.” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten sweetly. 

“So that leaves the center entrance in the middle of Dragonsmarche,” 
continued Thatcher. “Which is going to be very difficult since we'll have to try 
to find it and then figure out how to make it come up so we can go in there.” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten again. 

“Perrrhaps we need to collapse a larrrger arrrea of the grrround arrround 
that entrrrance,” Simber mused. “We'd have to do that at night so we’rrre not 
obvious about it to the townspeople. And we'd rrrisk hurrrting people below. I 
don’t like that.” He glanced at Kitten. “Wait. What did you just say?” 

“Mewmewmew!” 

Simber tilted his head slightly as if deep in thought. “That’s a verrry long 
way to rrrun for a tiny kitten, though.” 

“Mewmewmew.” 

“Trrrue.” Simber looked thoughtful. 

“What's she saying?” asked Alex. 

“She says we should drrrop herrr off at the castle, and she can find herrr 
way thrrrough the dungeon and into the catacombs without anyone noticing 


herrr.” Simber looked at Kitten. “But then what? How does that help us get 
in?” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten confidently. 

Simber looked at the others. “She says she'll trrravel to the 
Drrragonsmarrrche entrrrance and brrring the cylinderrr up forrr us.” 

“But, Kitten, how will you know when we're ready?” Alex asked. 

“Mewmewmew.” 

“Hmm,” said Simber. “Good point—we could send you a seek spell once we 
arrre quite surrre you'd be therrre. Do you have anything you've crrreated that 
you can give us?” 

Kitten reached her tiny paw into a tiny tuft of fur and pulled out an even 
tinier something. She held it out. Seth opened his hand, and Kitten dropped it 
on his palm. It was a silver square. 

“What is it?” asked Seth, straining to see. 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten with pride. 

“It’s a locket,” said Simber. “She made it in jewelrrry class.” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten. 

Simber rolled his eyes. “She wants you all to know it has a picturrre of Fox 
inside it.” 

“Aw,” said Seth. “That’s pretty cute, I have to admit.” He looked around. “Do 
we have some fishing line? I can wear it around my neck so I don’t lose it. It’s 
so small.” 

Carina reached for the supplies and found a piece that was the right size, 
and Seth poked the line through the locket’s miniscule ring, like he was 
threading a needle. Then he tied it around his neck. “Maybe Talon can be 
ready and waiting at the cave entrance at the same time. We could send him a 
seek spell too, to let him know it’s time to attack.” 

“That’s a good idea, Seth,” said Alex. “Then we'll go in together.” Simber 
nodded his approval. 

Alex regarded Seth thoughtfully for a moment, his esteem for the boy 
rising. Seeing his sharp problem-solving skills surprised him, not having 
witnessed them before. It made him wonder if the girls had become that sharp 
too. He thought about Fifer back at home and how hard she'd tried to 
convince him that it was so, and felt a pang of guilt. Hed been so busy 
training he’d never given her a chance to show him or even tell him much 


about what she’d been through. 


Seth didn’t notice Alex. He was working through the rest of the plan. “How 
are we going to get Kitten to the castle? We don’t want any of them to see 
Arabis or know that Simber is back, do we?” 

“That's right,” said Lani. “Let’s not tip them off” 

Talon stepped up. “Pll take you, Kitten. I can fly above the clouds so no one 
sees us coming and put you down on one of the turrets. Do you think you can 
figure out how to get to the dungeon from there?” 

Kitten nodded. 

“It'll take Kitten quite some time to travel the distance,” said Arabis. “You'll 
want to head due west, Kitten—as much as you can, anyway. If what the 
guards have said is accurate, your path should be slightly uphill the entire 
way.” 

Kitten bowed graciously to the dragon. “Mewmewmew.” 

“She intends to sneak rrrides along with anyone going in that dirrrection,” 
Simber interpreted. 

“Good. Likely just a day’s journey, then.” Arabis glanced around, assessing 
their safety on the hillside. “Perhaps we should make our way into hiding, just 
there,” she said, nodding and pointing with her tail toward the forest. It had 
been many hours of walking for Seth and the twins over rough terrain, but 
flying wouldn't take long at all. 

“Talon, can you find us at the edge of the forrrest?” said Simber, pointing 
with Arabis to where he wanted Talon to go. 

“Fear not,” said Talon. “I shall see you there by afternoon.” With that, Talon 
set off with Kitten for the distant castle. The rest of them climbed onto Arabis 
and Simber and took off to the shelter of the forest. To their right they could 
see the tiny village waking up. Seth told everyone how Fifer and Thisbe had 
made the bamboo prison bars come alive, how he’d gotten hooked on them by 
accident, and how the girls had then saved him. 

“Wow,” said Alex. “They did all that? ILI didn’t realize.” Somehow seeing 
the place where his sisters had been brought all sorts of questions to his mind. 
He regretted that he hadn't thought to ask Fifer more when he'd had the 
chance. Had he made a mistake not letting her come? “What else happened, 
Seth?” 

Kaylee and Lani glanced at him and then at each other. Lani rolled her eyes, 
but they kept quiet, and Alex didn’t see her. 


Seth pointed to a hill rising between them and the castle. “Over there is 
where Thisbe killed a poisonous snake and saved Dev’s life. And Fifer helped 
me walk after I twisted my ankle.” 

Arabis, who'd heard by now that Fifer hadn’t been allowed to come, sensed 
that reinforcements might help the girl’s case for next time. She added to what 
Seth was saying. “Fifer and Seth were heroic in saving us. I was about to be 
killed. They stayed levelheaded, even after Thisbe was thrown into the 
dungeon, and performed the most amazing magic I’ve ever seen, given what 
they had to work with.” She snorted. “Some saplings and a bit of burlap they 
found in the dungeon—I would never have believed they could make true 
working wing extensions come alive from that. And Fifer’s ability to comfort 
and work with Drock, who was exceedingly upset as he often is, was a lesson in 
patience for the rest of us.” She paused. “I commend them both.” 

The words brought tears of pride to Carina’s eyes, and Seth lowered his 
head. “Thanks.” He knew telling these stories was the least he could do for his 
friend Fifer, to say these things in front of Alex where he could actually see for 
himself what odds they’d been up against. It was his way of making up for 
Fifer being stuck at home. Maybe he could play a part in Fifer getting to go 
along in the future. Or at least getting Alex to understand that they were not 
just simple inexperienced kids. They were real and true mages. 

Alex remained thoughtful and quiet as they descended to the edge of the 
forest. They all followed Arabis into a clearing that both she and Simber could 
squeeze into. 

They ate a meal and refilled their water jugs from the river while waiting 
for Talon. As the day wore on, Carina and Thatcher told more tales from the 
dungeon where they'd spent time in the cell next to Thisbe, and Kaylee asked 
for more details about everything, trying to get to the real heart of what it was 
like out here for the three children—not only to inform Alex but also so the 
team would have as few surprises as possible. 

Finally Talon was a glint in the sky coming toward them. But the stories 
continued. In the middle of Seth recounting how Fifer had to race against the 
clock to make the magic wings come alive without Seth there to help, Alex let 
out a long, troubled sigh. “Okay, okay,” he said, holding up his hands in 
surrender. “I know what you're doing. And I know why you're doing it. And 
you're right.” He hesitated for a moment, struggling for the right words. “I’m 
deeply disappointed . . . in myself. I am. And it’s hard for me to admit that. It’s 


hard for me to not get defensive or to accuse you all of ganging up on me, even 
though you havent said a word about me refusing to let Fifer come along. I 
guess...” Alex picked up a small stick and began breaking it into pieces. “Seth, 
I guess seeing this new land and hearing about the various struggles you and 
the twins overcame makes it real, and it brings me back to when we were your 
age. I still want to protect my sisters, but I'll admit it. I think... I made...a 
mistake.” 

Everyone was quiet, and Lani didn’t roll her eyes now. Solemnly she locked 
her gaze with Samheed, remembering those times when they were twelve and 
thirteen too. Carina, Thatcher, and Kaylee exchanged glances, then nervously 
watched Alex’s bowed head. Had they gone too far with all the stories to try to 
make this point? 

Finally Alex looked up, resigned. “It was a big mistake. As much as it 
breaks my heart with worry, I should have let Fifer come with us. And... I 
hope I haven't compromised our mission by not allowing her to be here.” 





On The Right Track 


Fifer and Crow crossed over the space between the worlds at sunset. Like Seth 
had done a half day earlier with his team, Fifer pointed out the various places 
shed been to and told Crow all about her adventures with Thisbe and Seth. 
Crow was appropriately shocked and impressed. It seemed surreal to Fifer 
now, reliving all the close calls and near disasters. It almost made her feel like 
Alex had been right to be overly worried, but she quickly brushed off that 
feeling. Along with the familiarity of the terrain, having Crow with her gave 
her added comfort. 

They stopped on the hillside, wanting to stretch and give the birds a rest, 
but there wasn’t much for the birds to eat or drink among the rocks. So soon 
they were off again. Fifer directed them toward the forest and river, where 
they could safely settle down for the night. 

When they reached the edge of the forest and landed, Fifer took the 
supplies and Crow folded up the hammock. Fifer lit a blinding highlighter to 
guide them closer to the river, and soon they came upon a large clearing that 
had been recently and quite magnificently trampled by what had to be very 
large creatures. There was a spot that had held a fire, though it was fully 
extinguished now. The birds chattered noisily over it all. 


“TIl bet Arabis and Simber and the team stopped here for a bit,” Fifer said. 
“Were not too far behind them.” 

“We'll have to set out early to catch up,” said Crow. “I’m sure they've 
stopped somewhere as well for the night.” He pulled out a couple of prepared 
meals that Fifer had taken from Artime’s kitchen and quickly ate his. 

Fifer ate too, though she wasn’t very hungry. She began to feel butterflies in 
her stomach when she thought about meeting up with the rescue team. It 
would no doubt be a huge surprise for them to see her. “I wonder if Alex will 
yell at me when we find them,” she mused as they made beds out of the brush. 
“Actually, there’s no ‘if about it, because I’m sure he will. But how badly?” 

“There’s not a lot he can do about it,” said Crow with a shrug. “We're here. I 
know it’s early to go to sleep, but we can’t do much else now that it’s dark. We 
may as well rest up so we can make ourselves as useful as possible tomorrow.” 
He lay on the grass and put his hands behind his head. “Have you thought 
about what you'll tell Alex?” 

Fifer set the glowing highlighter between them on the grass and rummaged 
through her travel bag. “A little. PIl say I couldn't stand to be away from 
Thisbe a moment longer. And if that means he loves me less, then that’s the 
way it goes. I'll take her over him any day.” 

Crow smiled wryly. “Tm not so sure that technique will endear you to him. 
You might want to leave out that last bit and stick with the first. I think he 
might understand that, especially since he’s chosen his twin over some other 
things in the past. Try to see things from his perspective, and use what you 
have in common with him instead of getting immediately hot and butting 
heads. If you attempt to do that, and he sees your effort to understand him, 
maybe he'll realize you're more mature now and do the same thing for you.” 

Fifer pulled a thin blanket from her bag and lay down, draping it over her. 
“I remember in one of the adventures Lani wrote that Alex could feel it when 
Aaron was badly injured after the pirates captured him. That made him want 
to go after Aaron.” 

“Yes,” said Crow. “I remember that. He was totally driven by that feeling 
that Aaron was on the brink of death. Do you have that kind of twin bond 
with Thisbe? Or those prickly feelings about each other when you're 
separated?” 

“Pm not sure,” Fifer admitted. “This is the first time we’ve ever been 
separated. I don’t have some weird sense that she’s about to die or anything, 


though.” She paused, thinking it through. “Maybe our bond isn’t as close as 
Alex and Aaron’s.” 

“Or maybe Thisbe’s not in life-threatening danger,” Crow suggested. He 
yawned and rolled to his side. 

“Mm-hmm.” Fifer nodded sleepily. Crow’s words comforted her. She was 
glad they'd talked this out. She'd thought worrying about it might keep her up 
all night, but she felt better now. Almost good enough to face Alex tomorrow. 

Now all they had to do was find him. 





A Tragic Turn 


By that evening, Thisbe was growing nervous. The ancestor bones lay on the 
kitchen floor where Rohan had left them, and they'd soon be using them to 
make a new broth, which was unsettling enough. But adding to that, in just 
over twenty-four hours she and Rohan would be breaking out of here. No 
matter what. That phrase repeated in her head unendingly, like one of Fox and 
Kitten’s songs they’d sometimes play at Artime’s annual masquerade ball—it 
was annoying, but you couldnt stop it. All she hoped was that she could get 
through the remaining time without the Revinir making her drink ancestor- 
bone broth. Because she wouldn’t do it. 

“What's wrong with you?” Dev asked her when he caught her paused in 
filling the last of the dragon-bone broth into the bottles. 

Thisbe blinked and continued working slowly. “Nothing.” She felt guilty for 
not telling Dev the plan, but she had to protect herself. She'd learned her 
lesson with him. 

Dev frowned and helped Thisbe finish. They cleaned out the cauldrons and 
replaced them on their fires. Then they both turned slowly and looked at the 
pile of ancestor bones. 

“I can’t do this,” said Thisbe. 

“Me either. It’s horrible.” 


They continued to stand there, trying to figure out what to do. “We could 
tell the soldiers we're done for the night,” said Thisbe. “Then we wouldn't have 
to start this until tomorrow. Maybe . .. maybe something crazy will happen 
that will stop everything.” Thisbe glanced sidelong at Dev. 

“They won't let us go.” Dev went to the door and looked at the entry room. 

“Get back in there,” growled a soldier. “The Revinir is coming.” 

Dev scooted back into the room. “She’s coming.” 

“I heard,” said Thisbe, growing panicky. She and Dev scrambled to look 
busy as the woman came into the room. 

The Revinir assessed the kitchen and saw both cauldrons empty and the 
fires low. “Get started on the new bones,” she barked. “What are you standing 
around for?” 

“Well,” Thisbe began, stalling for time, “I don’t understand what you are 
trying to do with the ancestor bones. I mean, the dragon bones have magic in 
them. What do these have?” 

“Nothing, I assume,” said the Revinir. “The broth we make from them is 
just the placebo for after we sell out of the batch of dragon-bone broth.” 

Dev and Thisbe were more puzzled than ever now. “What are you talking 
about?” asked Dev. 

The Revinir looked at the children like they were stupid. “We'll sell through 
the first batch of dragon-bone broth at the market tomorrow. People will take 
it home and drink it. They'll see the changes and show their friends. Everyone 
will get excited, word will spread, and hundreds of people will come to our 
booth next week seeking it. But we don’t want anyone to have a second dose of 
dragon-bone broth—they could get too powerful. So were making this fake 
magical broth to replace it, and increasing the price dramatically. The people 
will buy it anyway, but they won’t know it’s not dragon-bone broth when they 
spend all their money on it, trying to become stronger. Once we have their 
money, our booth disappears without a trace before we're discovered.” 

Thisbe was disgusted, but she wasn’t surprised. The Revinir was going to 
knowingly give the ancestor-bone broth to hundreds, maybe thousands of 
people, while passing it off as magical dragon broth. She hardly knew what to 
say at first. Then she whispered, “I see.” 

“So get moving,” said the woman. “We'll need a lot more of this fake dragon 
broth so we can sell as much as possible. Half the bones to each pot, cover 
with water, bring to a boil. And don’t leave until you have a full cauldron 


simmering on a healthy fire that'll last until morning. Then we'll test it to see 
if there might be some ancient magical component to them. After all, the 
bones are intact after all these years. Something must have preserved them.” 

She turned to Dev. “I want you to report to my throne room an hour earlier 
than usual in the morning,” she told him. 

Dev didn’t ask why, and she didn’t explain. The Revinir turned and left Dev 
and Thisbe to get started. 

“I wonder who is going to the marketplace to sell this stuff,” Dev said. “I’m 
worried it might be me since she wants me here early. She knows I have 
experience in the market because Shanti told her—that’s what convinced her 
to take me as partial payback for losing the dragons.” 

“Everything about this is horrible,” said Thisbe, absently stroking the scales 
on her arm, which she was starting to get used to having. “She’s horrible. And 
I'm not drinking this stuff” 

They did what they'd been told to do. A few hours later their giant pots 
were completely full and simmering properly, and the fires were going strong. 
They left after the soldiers checked their work and went their separate ways 
back to their crypts. 

That night, after her meal, Thisbe spent every waking moment working on 
her magic and her aim. Her stamina seemed to be improving a bit, probably 
helped by the less physical work she’d been doing lately. But she was afraid to 
try anything too powerful for fear it would summon the crypt keeper again. 
She wouldn’t know until the actual escape how much the powerful spells 
would drain her energy—she’d only ever done one at a time before. She'd have 
to use her magic wisely and sparingly in case they were faced with more 


obstacles than they'd planned. 


Early in the morning Thisbe went into the kitchen. The Revinir was there with 
a handful of guards. Before Thisbe knew what was happening, three of the 
guards stepped in front of the doorway behind her, blocking the exit. Another 
stood by the cauldron. 

Wary, Thisbe glanced around and saw she was trapped in the kitchen with 
the Revinir. “What are you doing?” she asked. “Wheres Dev? What’s 
happening?” 


The Revinir calmly picked up a cup. “Tve tried this new broth, and it seems 
worthless,” she said. “But I want to test it on you.” 

“No,” said Thisbe, eyeing the soldiers and trying to remain calm. She took a 
step back. “I don’t want to drink that.” 

“Oh, but you will,” said the woman, stepping toward her. “It’s not a big 
deal. I don’t think it'll do anything to you, either.” 

“No,” said Thisbe, more firmly. “I won't do it!” 

The Revinir narrowed her eyes at the girl. Then she sighed heavily, annoyed, 
and looked sideways at one of the soldiers. Without a word, the soldier 
stepped up to Thisbe and grabbed her arm while the Revinir dipped the cup 
into the boiling broth. 

“I said no!” Thisbe cried out. She wrenched her arm out of the soldier’s 
grasp. 

“Drink it” shouted the Revinir, holding the steaming cup toward her. 
“Here. You can hold it. Just take your time. Just a small sip.” 

“I won't!” Thisbe darted to keep the guard from grabbing her again, then 
lunged at the Revinir, trying to knock the cup out of her hand. The soldier 
stuck his foot out to trip Thisbe. She screamed and flopped to the floor hard 
on her back. “Stop!” she yelled. The soldier backed off, but the Revinir 
swooped in and splashed the cup of hot broth in Thisbe’s face. 

Mid-scream, Thisbe gasped in surprise, sucking some of it in. She choked 
and sputtered and felt it scald her lips and tongue and the back of her throat 
as it went down. Coughing, she swiped her eyes to clear them and rolled to 
her side. “I hate you!” she said bitterly, and tried to spit the taste from her 
mouth. But it remained. 

Satisfied that Thisbe had ingested at least a little of the broth, the Revinir 
backed off and held the soldiers at bay, watching Thisbe carefully. 

Thisbe stayed low, feeling strange. Slowly she wiped her face with her shirt. 
Her mind spun as odd new thoughts entered it—but none of them made sense. 
A flash of an ancient stone road, an army of soldiers, a blaze of silver dragons 
in battle. A broken land, a destroyed forest, a river stretching out and falling 
into a sea. Bodies in heaps. A pirate ship sailing away. A barrage of meteors 
and a devastating earthquake. Children being sent away in the dead of night. 
A young woman dragged off by soldiers. 

The images kept coming, flashing behind Thisbe’s eyes, making her dizzy. 
She stared blindly at the floor of the kitchen, feeling the Revinir staring at her 


and knowing she couldn’t let on that anything had changed. She didn’t want 
the horrid woman to think she had felt anything at all. 

Her stomach roiled, and she clutched at it. She lifted her head weakly, then 
gagged and retched at the Revinir’s feet. The woman exclaimed in disgust, and 
the soldiers yanked Thisbe away from her. Still dizzy, Thisbe couldn't see 
anything beyond the images flashing, too many to keep track of. Sometime 
during all of this, her dragon scales had risen painfully of their own accord. 
They stood on end as burning tears poured from her eyes, trying to flush the 
broth. She coughed again. “Leave me alone,” she whispered when she could 
speak again. Her body ached. 

After a few moments the flashing images subsided. Thisbe’s coughing fits 
settled, and the tears slowed. She lifted her head and tried to focus on the 
boiling pot of broth nearby. Her vision steadied, and she glanced at the 
soldiers near the door, seeing that a few of them didn’t try to hide their 
discomfort at witnessing the Revinir’s actions. Then Thisbe turned and looked 
up at the woman with more contempt than she'd ever felt for anyone in the 
world. “Are you happy now?” she said sarcastically, her voice ragged. “You got 
your way again by being horrible. You must be so proud of yourself.” 

“Did anything happen to you?” the Revinir asked, clearly having no qualms 
about what she’d just done. 

Thisbe clenched and unclenched her fists. Her face blazed. She spat on the 
floor again, then wiped her mouth, the taste of vomit overshadowing the 
broth. “No,” she said as civilly as she could muster. She focused on remaining 
calm. She had to, or she could ruin her plans for escape. With all the soldiers 
nearby, Thisbe couldn't let a single spark escape or they'd be all over her. 

“Nothing at all?” asked the Revinir, a tiny line of gray smoke coming from 
her nostrils. She stared into Thisbe’s eyes as if she could read if she were lying. 

Thisbe stared back defiantly, no longer caring what the Revinir could do 
with her dragon powers. “Nothing at all.” She worked her jaw, then moved to 
clean up the mess on the floor since she knew no one else would do it. She 
glanced at her forearms and saw the dragon scales were lying down again. 

“Good,” said the Revinir. “Start bottling it up. Dev can take it to the market 
next week.” 

“Unbelievable,” Thisbe muttered. Then she narrowed her eyes. “Is that 
where he is now? Alone?” 

“Of course not alone. I sent soldiers with him.” 


“Why didn’t you send me and leave him to drink that horrid stuff?” 

“Because you don’t have the first clue about money. Besides, you'd try to 
escape.” 

“Wouldn't Dev try?” 

“No. He’s been a servant his whole life. He wouldn’t dare. He knows his life 
would be in danger if he’s not with someone in authority.” She gave Thisbe a 
warning look. “Yours would be too.” 

“Because of our eyes,” said Thisbe. 

“Obviously. You're safe down here. And you can gain more power over the 
others by sticking with me. Despite your horrendous behavior and lack of 
respect, I’m holding out hope to be able to trust you.” She folded her arms. “I 
promise we can go far together.” 

Thisbe glared. After all the woman had done to her, she still thought Thisbe 
would leap at the chance to work with her over the long term. “Right.” Thisbe 
shook her head. “What do I have that can help you?” 

The Revinir began to pace. “You have the magic and the ancestry. I've got 
the dragons. Together we're the right combination to take back this land.” 

Thisbe narrowed her eyes. “You have more dragons? Where are they?” 

The Revinir gave a condescending smile. “I am the dragon. But we have 
access to other dragons if we need them. You'll find out more in time if you 
commit to working with me.” 

“How do you know I havent already?” 

“I can read your thoughts.” 

Thisbe knew the woman had to be lying, because if she could read her 
thoughts, she’d know a lot about what she and Rohan were planning to do. 
“What am I thinking right now?” 

“You're thinking that I’m right about your brother and the people of 
Artime. They aren’t coming back for you.” 

The words struck Thisbe like a spear to her heart, and she couldn’t stop her 
gasp in reaction. 

The Revinir seemed pleased to have hit her hard. “See? I'll convince you 
eventually. Were better together. We could rule this entire land, beyond the 
depths of the forest,” she said, pointing north, “and far beyond the lake.” She 
pointed west. “But only if we work together. There’s a lot to overcome.” 


“Td rather die than work with you,” said Thisbe. 


The Revinir grabbed Thisbe’s arm and said in low, sinister voice, “If you 
attempt to escape, you just might.” 





Fifer Catches Up 


lhe Biedetad begun rustling early near the hammock, seeming to understand 
the need to get off to a good start before the light of day. Fifer shook Crow 
awake, and the two of them packed up and climbed onto the hammock. “We 
need to find Alex,” Fifer told Shimmer. “You know who that is, right? And 
Arabis the orange and Simber.” Shimmer and several others bobbed their 
heads, and then Shimmer called out instructions in its usual way. Soon they 
were rising above the trees and soaring over the forest. 

“They seem to understand everything you say,” Crow mused. “I wonder how 
long it would’ve taken you to find this out if Thisbe had been around.” 

“I might never have,” said Fifer. “I hope she can learn to like them. 
Especially since they're really well trained now. I'll teach them to not flutter 
up at her” 

“She'll probably get used to them,” Crow agreed. “I totally have, and I used 
to be terrified of Queen Eagala’s threat of sending the birds after us 
Warblerans. When she actually did it, I thought that was the end for me. Then 
you broke the spell with your scream. It was amazing. I was there with you, 
hiding in the giant rock.” 

“I remember,” said Fifer, though she meant she remembered the story as 
Lani had written it, not from her own memory. 


“It seems odd that these falcons started turning up after that, doesn’t it? 
I've been thinking about that. Ishibashi told Seth that they’d never seen them 
until about ten years ago. And the scientists have been there over sixty years 
now I think.” 

“That is odd,” said Fifer. She looked down and could see a road leading 
from the castle to the west. It was the one she and Thisbe had traveled on in 
the back of a vehicle. “Maybe when I broke the spell, the ravens turned into 
these magical falcons.” 

“And maybe that’s why the birds obey you,” said Crow. “Because you broke 
the spell.” 

“Pll bet the Revinir will be really mad if she finds that out,” said Fifer. “I 
hope I get a chance to tell her.” 

Crow smiled. In general he could tell that Fifer was maturing, and she 
seemed to be putting a bit more thought into her actions. But she still had her 
moments of recklessness, and this was one of them. “Again, you might want to 
think that through before you do it.” 

“I know, I know,” Fifer muttered. “Sometimes I just say things that are in 
my head to see how they sound out loud. Sometimes they sound good, other 
times not.” She didn’t say whether she agreed with Crow and instead sat up 
and looked out. The birds were taking them safely above the trees so there was 
little chance of anyone noticing them. She wondered how far Alex and the 
others had made it. Maybe they'd even rescued Thisbe already. While Fifer 
would hate to miss that action, it would be more than worth it to have her 
sister back safely. 

After a while, in the distance they could see the big city of Grimere and the 
Dragonsmarche square in the middle of it. Shimmer uttered a sharp call to the 
other birds. They changed course slightly and headed for the edge of the forest 
that lay closest to the city. 

“I think the birds found our rescue team.” Fifer shifted nervously, then 
peered out but couldn’t see anything through the cover of trees. The birds 
carefully maneuvered their cargo to fly above the river, where they could 
descend below the branches and find a place to set everything down. Crow 
and Fifer shaded their eyes, trying to see any sign of Alex’s team. 

The birds clipped a huge treetop, which slowed them down sharply, 
throwing Fifer and Crow off balance. The two tried desperately to lean in the 
hammock this way and that to avoid branches, but the ground came up fast 


and the birds screeched and fluttered to a halt. A few of them were forced to 
drop their ends to avoid smacking into trunks. The hammock tipped and 
spilled its contents onto the forest floor. Fifer and Crow tumbled out and 
sprawled awkwardly on the ground, unhurt. 

When they could pull themselves to their feet, they looked up and around. 
Twenty feet away stood Alex and the others, staring at them. 

“Oh,” said Fifer, pulling leaves from her hair. “Hello.” 





Finding Common Ground 


Carina, Thatcher, and Kaylee stared. Seth’s mouth fell open in shock. Simber, 
who'd been ready to pounce, stood down and nearly smiled, but quickly 
looked stern instead. Arabis appeared startled but pleased, and Talon seemed 
unsurprised, though if he’d expected anything, he’d kept it to himself. 

Alex’s face went from shock to fury in about half a second. “What the— 
How did you—” he sputtered, and then, “Fifer, honestly! I don’t know what to 
do with you anymore.” 

Fifer smiled meekly and inched closer to Crow for protection. But Crow 
looked at Fifer expectantly—it was up to her to explain. 

“Take it down a notch, Al,” murmured Kaylee, putting her hand on her 
brother-in-law’s shoulder, lest he go barreling at his sister. “Let her talk before 
you go shooting off your mouth again and wrecking everything. Remember 
what you said yesterday.” 

Alex clenched his teeth and muttered, “That was when I thought she was in 
Artimé.” 

“Are you really that surprised to see her, though?” Carina asked him. “She’s 
got more tenacity than all of us put together. It’s admirable.” 

“I’m not surprised,” said Seth. He grinned and ran over to Fifer and 
embraced her. “How did you do that? You got them to fly you this whole way? 
That’s incredible! They must be really tired.” 


“They took shifts,” said Fifer, keeping one eye on Alex. “Some of them 
would rest on the edges of the hammock when it wasn’t their turn.” 

“Cooo-l. Ha-ha. Get it? Bird joke.” Seth chuckled to himself and bent down 
to look more closely at the magical falcons. 

“Hi, Alex,” Fifer said finally. 

He nodded. “Fifer.” 

“Look,” Fifer began, remembering Crow’s advice, “I know you're mad. But I 
couldnt stand being so far away from Thisbe. She’s . . . she’s my other half, like 
you and Aaron. Plus, I can help you all. And I know you'll never believe me 
unless you see me do it. So I’m here. To . . . to show you.” 

“Hey!” cried Seth suddenly, standing up again. “You're wearing a 
component vest! Who'd you steal that from?” 

Insulted, Fifer smoothed the wrinkles from her vest. “I didn’t steal it. I 
would never do something like that.” 

“Someone lent it to you?” asked Alex. 

Fifer blew out a frustrated breath. “No, Alex. I earned it the way everyone 
else earns it. From the Magical Warrior trainer.” 

“Florence gave it to you?” 

Fifer pinched her lips together. She didn’t want to name Florence outright, 
though everyone knew that’s who she meant. She didn’t deny it. “Every other 
person in Artimé has earned their vest on their own merit. Nobody goes 
around asking the parents or guardians if it’s okay to give a kid a vest. It’s up 
to the trainer to decide. And she did. So.” 

Alex scratched his stubbly chin, his eyes narrowed and still on Fifer. He 
sighed and shook his head slightly, and then he emitted what almost sounded 
like a reluctant laugh. “You drive me crazy, Fifer,” he said. “You really do.” 

Fifer nearly spat out an angry retort about how he drove her even crazier, 
but Crow touched her shoulder. She glanced up at him, and he frowned. 

“Look,” Crow whispered. “He’s smiling. Don’t blow it.” 

Carina, Thatcher, and Kaylee all seemed to be saying the same thing with 
their strained expressions. 

Fifer closed her lips and dropped her gaze. She took a couple breaths. “I 
know I drive you crazy,” she admitted. “It’s like I can’t help it, you know? 
Because I'm so worried about Thisbe. I can’t stand not knowing. Like, 
remember when you thought Aaron was dead that one time? You said you 
could feel that part of you was gone.” 


Alex’s smile faded as he remembered. He could almost feel it again just 
thinking back to those days. “I remember,” he said quietly. After a moment he 
came over to her and knelt, putting his hand out to pet one of Fifer’s birds. 
‘Tve actually been thinking a lot on this journey. And I get it now.” 

“You do?” 

“Yeah. I’m still mad you disobeyed me. But .. .” He glanced at Lani, who 
raised an eyebrow at him and nodded encouragingly. “I think maybe you and I 
should take a little walk. Okay?” 

Fifer nodded. “Okay.” 

Alex stood, and he and Fifer set out through the forest away from the 
others. Fifer glanced over her shoulder, and Kaylee gave her two thumbs up in 
encouragement. 

When they were out of earshot of the others, Alex glanced at Fifer. To his 
surprise, she was a few inches taller than his shoulder already. “When did you 
get so tall?” he asked sheepishly. 

Fifer shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m strong, too. Want to see?” 

He nodded. Fifer lifted her arm and flexed her biceps. He reached out and 
tested it. “Wow,” he said, impressed. 

Fifer dropped her arm, then said, suddenly impassioned, “Alex, I want to 
tell you things. Secrets. Confessions.” 

Alex looked surprised. “Okay,” he said. “You can talk to me about anything. 
You know that, right?” 

‘Tve tried to tell you things before, but you haven't been hearing me.” 

Alex opened his mouth to retort, but then he closed it. “That’s fair. Will 
you give me another chance?” 

Fifer was surprised and encouraged by his question. She nodded and began. 
“First confession: I watched out the window when Florence was training you 
on the west lawn.” 

Alex cringed. “Oh. I see.” 

“I was so proud of you, Alex.” Fifer’s voice hitched. Suddenly tears were 
surfacing in both their eyes. “I was there,” she went on, “and Florence knew 
about it. And I learned how to use the components that way, as Florence 
retaught you. But mostly that time by the window was so important for 
another reason. Because I saw bits and pieces of the Alex from Lani’s books for 
the first time. And I feel like I know you better now.” 


Alex stopped walking and stared numbly at the ground cover. “I haven't 
read them,” he confessed. 

Fifer stopped too and faced him. “What? How could you not?” 

“It was too hard.” 

“What was?” 

He pursed his lips, a pained expression crossing his face. “Reliving all of 
those losses. The battles, and my friends. It was too hard to see myself as I was 
before ... and realize I'm not that person anymore. And the person I am now 
is someone I don’t... really . . . like as much.” He let out a breath. “It was too 
hard to be painted as some sort of hero when I wasn’t feeling like one. It was 
easier to shove all of those memories away where they couldn’t gnaw at me 
every day. Easier to pretend that ‘fearless leader Alex’ was just a character in a 
storybook I hadn’t read.” 

Fifer was quiet for a moment. “But here you are again.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “I suppose.” He slipped his hand inside his robe, pulled out 
a handful of spell components, and looked at them. “Here I am again,” he said 
softly. 

“Do you feel good about it?” asked Fifer. “About deciding to retrain and go? 
And about fighting again after so long?” 

Alex looked at her for a long moment, revealing vulnerability in his eyes. 
Then he nodded. “Yes, I do.” He replaced the components, then asked, “Do 
you?” 

Fifer looked puzzled. “Do I feel good about myself fighting? Or about you?” 

Alex gave her a crooked half smile. “Both.” 

“Yes,” she said. “To both.” 

“Good.” 

They continued walking a few steps, and then Fifer stopped. “So... do you 
maybe want to throw scatterclips at each other?” 

Alex frowned and looked like he was about to say no, which he would have 
automatically done in the past. But then he tilted his head and eyed her 
mischievously, one brow raised. “Yes. I do. Fifteen paces. Avoid the trees. Go.” 

Fifer almost shouted in delight—she’d never expected him to say yes. They 
turned their backs on each other and counted their steps, then faced each 
other again. Fifer pulled out a handful of scatterclips from her vest, praying 
she'd get the spell right, because if she messed up now . . . Well, she didn’t want 
to think about the consequences. 


Alex slipped his hand into his robe and took out a full set of scatterclips. 
He tossed them confidently in his right hand. “You're sure you want to mess 
with me?” he said. “I’m the head mage of Artimé, you know. Somebody even 
wrote a book about me once.” 

“Tm sure,” said Fifer, laughing nervously. Her stomach flipped. This was the 
first actual component spell shed be doing. What if it didn’t work? Would 
Alex forbid her from fighting? Would he send her home? 

“Wait,” said Alex, holding up his hand. “You don’t know the deadly verbal 
component to scatterclips, do you? I only ask because . . . well, talk to Aaron 
about that sometime.” 

Fifer’s eyes widened. “I don’t know that verbal component,” she said. 

“Okay, good,” said Alex. He dropped his hand. “Ready?” He took a quick 
glance at what was behind him and drew his arm back, poised to throw. 

“Ready,” called Fifer, doing the same. 

“Go!” 

Alex and Fifer flung their scatterclips at each other. The two sets of 
components soared straight and true and had to dodge out of each other’s way 
in the center of the distance between them. Fifer closed her eyes and stood 
firm as Alex’s clips soared into her, grabbing her clothing and yanking her 
backward through the air until she slammed into a tree with a chump. The 
scatterclips hooked into the trunk, leaving Fifer hanging. She peeked out of 
one eye, cringing at the same time, hoping she hadn't done anything wrong 
with her throw. 

Alex was pinned as well and laughing. “You did it!” he called out. Fifer had 
nailed it. Just like with other spells, she'd picked up how to do it with hardly 
any effort. 

“Release,” said Alex, and he and Fifer both fell to the ground. Alex got up 
and ran over to her. “That was really good,” he said, helping her up. 

“Thank you,” said Fifer. 

“Tm impressed. How many times have you done that?” 

Fifer wanted to lie and tell him that she’d done it dozens of times so hed 
have more confidence in her. But she told him the truth. “That was my first 
time.” 

Alex shook his head, awed. “How did you get the throw right?” 

“I watched you,” said Fifer. “And I practiced the movements a lot. I just 
haven't done it with the components before.” 


“Do you want to show me some more?” asked Alex. 

“I do,” said Fifer, “but I don’t want to waste my components.” 

“TIl reimburse you from our stash,” said Alex. “Show me what else you can 
do. I really want to see.” 

Fifer grinned. They spent the next little while going through Fifer’s vest 
pockets and having her try out each new component she pulled out. Fifer 
knew Alex needed to see her do them—and she was okay with that. She 
needed to see what she could do too. And it was nice that they were actually 
having a conversation without either of them arguing. 

After Fifer had tried out everything successfully, the two walked back to 
the group, talking about magical strategy as if they'd been fighting together 
for years. 

Kaylee watched them return and smiled as she saw them in animated 
conversation. “Looks like you two are seeing eye to eye,” she remarked. 

Fifer grinned. “Alex let me try out my new components on him.” 

“And she didn’t even kill me,” Alex quipped. 

Crow flashed a thumbs-up at Fifer. It was heartwarming for all of them to 
see the two Stowe siblings getting along for once. Things were looking up, and 
the team was growing anxious to move. 

“When do you think Kitten will reach the exit?” Alex asked Arabis, who 
was holding her mouth open in the river and scooping up fish. 

The dragon swallowed them down and lifted her head. “She probably won't 
make it there until sometime after midnight. It’s a lengthy journey on foot.” 

“I think we should be cautious and wait until morning to send the seek 
spell, then,” said Alex. “So Kitten will certainly be in the right place.” 

“But if we're to be stealthy, we don’t want a lot of people roaming about in 
the square,” Thatcher pointed out. 

“We'll go before dawn,” said Alex. “Before the townspeople start their day. 
How does that sound?” 

Everyone agreed it was the best option. 

“Also, after dark this evening,” said Lani, “I was thinking some of us could 
check out the area and maybe see if we can find the exact location of the 
cylinder. Perhaps there’s an outline visible in the stone.” 

“That's a great idea,” said Seth. 

“I agree,” said Thatcher. “Tm not positive I can find the exact location, 
especially if the stage they put the girls on isn’t a permanent fixture in the 


square. Everything is such a blur.” 

“I could find it,” said Simber, “but I don’t think I should rrrisk being seen.” 

“I can show you all exactly where it is,” said Fifer. “I stood there long 
enough.” 

Kaylee smiled. “It’s good we have you here, then, isn’t it?” 

Fifer grinned. She glanced at Alex, and he shrugged, then grinned back. It 
felt good not to be so frustrated and angry all the time for once. Now if they 
could just get Thisbe back without anybody getting hurt or captured, that 


would be truly amazing. 





A Shocking Turn 


The rescue team shared a late-afternoon lunch in the cover of the forest while a 
small group of them made plans to venture out, hoping to find the Revinir’s 
cylinder entrance to the catacombs in the square. 

In her packing and planning, Fifer had been thinking ahead, and she'd 
brought along clothing and accessories that would disguise her black eyes. She 
dug through her travel bag and pulled out a scarf and some stage glasses with 
tinted lenses that Thisbe had worn in a recent play. Samheed glanced twice at 
her when she put them on, then smiled when he realized what she was doing. 
“Incognito,” he said. “Very nice.” 

“I don’t want anybody to notice me. I was up for auction out there once—I 
don’t want to be again!” 

Before they left, Arabis bade them good-bye and good luck. As soon as 
darkness fell, she’d be on her way to warn the dragons in the land beyond the 
forest. “I'll be swift,” she promised them. 

Simber and Talon chose to stay in the forest so they wouldn’t draw 
attention. “Maybe I should stay back too,” said Lani, looking down at her 
contraption. “Does this look too magical? Will people suspect?” 

“Tve never seen any wheels that look that advanced in my world,” said 
Kaylee, skeptical. “If this world isn’t magical at all, you might want to wear a 


long jacket that will hide some of it.” 

“Stay toward the middle of our group,” Fifer suggested. “We'll cover you.” 

Lani agreed. Soon the humans were heading toward the road that led into 
the square. They went up the road in two groups. Fifer, in disguise, led the way 
with Alex and Kaylee. Seth, Carina, Thatcher, Samheed, and Lani went behind 
them. It was a lengthy walk, but when they got close, Fifer filled in the others 
on some details. 

“The soldiers in green are the king’s soldiers. They’re from the big castle. If 
you see any soldiers in blue uniforms, those are the Revinir’s. They sort of 
seemed to work together when Thiz and I were on the auction stage—though 
I'm not positive if they are friendly or not. The green ones let the blue ones 
come in and surround the stage. So I think that means the Revinir and the 
king aren’t enemies, but I don’t think they’re friends, either.” 

“Maybe they just warily tolerate each other,” said Lani. 

Alex nodded. “Arabis mentioned that the Revinir would be furious at the 
king for allowing the dragons to escape and shed demand something in 
return. That could create a problem.” 

“So tomorrow,” Thatcher clarified, “we’re most likely going to end up 
fighting the blue-uniformed soldiers. Leave the green ones alone unless they 
attack.” 

Dragonsmarche, the weekly market in the center of Grimere, was teeming 
with shoppers. The Artiméans looked on curiously as people traded gold 
nuggets for other goods. Kaylee explained to those who were puzzled by the 
exchange that the gold nuggets were the currency and they were worth 
something—at some point someone had decided gold was valuable, and people 
began to seek it and collect it, and they could use it to get other things. 

“Why doesn’t everybody just share everything like we do?” asked Seth. “If 
they need something, get someone to make it for them, or do it themselves.” 

“It’s easier to do that in magical worlds, I suppose,” Alex mused. “We have 
everything we need. But when Artime’s magic was broken and we were 
starting to starve, people began fighting and stealing from each other. It was 
ugly.” 

“Dev stole our fruit on the mountainside,” said Seth, remembering his 
severe hunger. 

Fifer glanced back at him and nodded. They'd had their eyes opened to a 


different world with Dev. “I wonder how he’s doing,” she said. “Princess Shanti 


was so mean to him.” 

“Yeah,” said Seth. “I hope he’s . . . okay.” They both had ambivalent feelings 
about Dev, but he'd helped them at least as much as he’d hurt them. He was 
intriguing, at a minimum. 

As they neared the center of the square, an explosion in the distance rocked 
the ground. Most of the people of Grimere ignored it, but the Artiméans 
startled. Fifer and Seth remembered they'd heard it before, and they looked to 
the west. “Look that way,” said Seth, “beyond that hill. There'll be smoke rising 
up.” Sure enough a plume of gray smoke rose. 

Alex narrowed his eyes, puzzling over it. “It sounded like .. . like . . ” He 
shook his head as if he couldn’t quite figure it out. 

They meandered and weaved through the crowds, trying not to look like 
foreigners, though their clothes were quite different from everyone else’s. 
Fortunately it was crowded enough that not many seemed to take note. Fifer 
led the others toward the center of the square. The stage wasn’t there now, so 
it was hard to figure out exactly where the girls had been. Fifer looked around, 
trying to remember if there were any other landmarks she could recall. Then 
she spied the huge aquarium in the far corner of the square. It looked like the 
glass had been broken and repaired, and there were fewer sea creatures inside 
than before. Once Fifer found that, she could remember how the stage had 
been set in relation to it and about how far away from it she'd been. She 
moved toward the area where she thought the stage had been. 

“It was here,” she said in a low voice. “We faced this way, right, Thatcher?” 

“Yes, from what I can remember. Simber and I circled and flew in from that 
direction.” He pointed toward the aquarium. 

Fifer envisioned the auction and the way the crowd had grown and spread 
out. “It’s got to be somewhere nearby.” 

The group, attempting to not appear suspect, milled around the area 
looking at the ground and tried to detect any sign of cracks that would 
indicate a break in the mortar. But the uneven cobblestone was covered in 
cracks, and there was no apparent pattern. 

As Fifer and Seth worked their way around a stand where someone was 
selling tiny bottles of liquid, a blue-uniformed soldier stepped out and nearly 
knocked Fifer over. She stumbled and caught her balance on the edge of the 
table. The bottles shook and threatened to spill off. 

“Watch it!” snarled the boy behind the table. 


“Sorry,” said Fifer, pulling her hand back. She glanced at him and nearly 
gasped. “Dev?” she said before she remembered her disguise. 

The boy behind the table looked startled but didn’t seem to recognize her. 

Seth came up behind Fifer. “Are you all right?” 

Dev froze in fear. “Seth,” he said, then glanced at the blue-uniformed 
soldiers behind him, who were talking quietly together. He leaned forward 
and squinted, taking in Fifer’s scarf and glasses. “Fifer? Is that you? You're 
okay?” 

A musical fanfare began at the mouth of Dragonsmarche, and the three 
moved closer so they could hear one another. 

“What are you doing here?” Dev said sharply. “It’s dangerous!” 

“Have you seen Thisbe?” 

“I—I—” Dev seemed frozen in his ability to tell them everything that had 
happened. “Yes!” he sputtered. “She’s down there! In the catacombs. Same 
hallway as the elevator.” 

“She’s alive?” Fifer exclaimed, and Dev nodded. 

“Elevator?” asked Seth. “You mean that cylinder thing?” 

“Yes,” said Dev. 

The blue-uniformed soldiers stepped toward the group, suspicious. “If 


” 


you're not purchasing any dragon-bone broth, be on your way!” shouted one 
over the noise of the band. He moved closer, looking menacingly at them, and 
Fifer and Seth turned and rushed away. 

Dev watched them stiffly as another soldier came and stood behind him 
with a dagger pointed at his back. He was helpless to do anything. But he 
consoled himself with the news he could share with Thisbe later—that her 
people had finally come back for her. She’d be so happy. 

It almost made Dev feel emptier inside. Part of him wanted Thisbe to be 
with her family, but that meant he'd have no one again. He closed his eyes as 
pain washed through him, and then took a deep breath and opened them, 
ready to sell the dragon-bone broth. The sooner he could move everything, the 
faster he could get back inside to tell Thisbe. 

Seth and Fifer found Alex and the others again and hurried to tell them 
what they'd found out—Thisbe was alive! They exclaimed their relief at the 
news as the marching band got closer and louder. And then the crowd parted 
and the band pushed through. Behind the band was a small chariot that was 
drawn by two jewel-adorned tigers. 


Sitting in the front, wearing a petite crown that sparkled in the waning 
light, was Princess Shanti. All around her chariot were soldiers with green 
uniforms who looked about uneasily, almost as if they were assessing the 
number of the Revinir’s soldiers in the area. 

Shanti was looking around too, but not at the soldiers. Finally she spied 
Dev and halted the tigers, then ordered the band to be quiet. When the band 
ceased playing, the townspeople looked over to see what was happening. 

“There he is,” Shanti announced loudly to her soldiers. She pointed at Dev. 
“I want him back. Now! Seize him!” 





Fifer and Seth hid behind the others so the princess wouldn’t recognize them. 
But Shanti was focused on Dev. “Bring him to me now!” she ordered. The 
soldiers in green marched over to Dev, who was beginning to quake with the 
dagger point pressed in his back. He quickly grabbed something off the table 
and slipped it into the money belt around his waist, then put his hands in the 
air. “Shanti, no!” he said. “What are you doing?” One of the Revinitr’s soldiers 
whistled for help, and more in blue came running. They pushed Dev around 
the table and out into the open. 

The princess’s soldiers drew their swords, prompting the blue-uniformed 
soldiers to do the same. “Help!” 
please!” he pleaded. “Does the king know what you're doing? The Revinir will 
be furious. Don’t make this mistake.” 

Shanti jumped out of the chariot and stormed toward Dey, unafraid. “Stop 
this nonsense,” she said to him, then chided the soldiers on both sides. “Put 
these swords away. I want my servant back. I am the princess. Therefore, you 
must give him to me.” 

The soldiers in blue stood firm around Dev—they took their orders from 
the Revinir. “Stay back,” one of them ordered her. “This slave was given as 
restitution and belongs to the Revinir.” 


cried Dev, caught between them. “Princess, 


“Perhaps we should take the princess as the final payment,” jeered another 
of the Revinir’s soldiers. 

Shanti’s eyes burned. She continued forward, acting like she couldn't 
imagine anything bad ever happening to her. Her soldiers followed her, 
staring down the ones in blue. 

“Shanti, stop!” shouted Dev, his eyes wide and fearful. “I mean it! Just go 
back to the palace before you start a war!” 

“Don’t speak, Dev,” said Shanti coldly. She stood between the two groups of 
soldiers and began telling them what to do like they were five-year-olds. 

The Artiméans shifted uneasily. “What should we do?” asked Fifer, peering 
between Alex and Kaylee. 

“I didn’t bring my sword,” Kaylee muttered. 

“Tve got components, but we can't do anything,” said Alex. “It'll jeopardize 
our chances of rescuing Thisbe. Besides, Im not sure whose side we're 
supposed to be on. Are you?” 

Fifer and Seth looked at each other. “I guess Dev’s,” said Fifer, “but why is 
he being guarded by the Revinir’s soldiers? It sounds like the Revinir took him 
after what happened with the dragons.” 

“That would explain how he knows where Thisbe is,” said Seth. 

Shanti reached out to grab Dev by the collar and pull him with her. A 
soldier in blue struck the princess’s hand away, then pointed her sword at 
Shanti. It glinted in the sunlight. 

“Don’t touch her!” shouted the captain of the king’s soldiers. They drove the 
Revinir’s soldiers back, and Shanti grabbed at Dev again. 

“Come on, Dev,” she said angrily. “Soldiers!” she shouted. “Take care of this.” 

Swords clashed. 

“Shanti, please,” Dev begged. “Stop them.” A few soldiers in blue shoved 
Shanti away from the booth. 

The princess screamed, and the king’s soldiers charged to protect her and 
fight back. Some of the Revinir’s guards grabbed Dev, who struggled to get 
away, but all he could do was watch, terrified. From the chariot, the tigers 
growled. 

The skirmish became a fight. The king’s soldiers attacked full on and 
knocked over the table of dragon-bone broth, sending the glass vials smashing 
to the ground, the broth spilling everywhere. The Revinir’s army charged. 


“No!” shouted Dev, and with a huge effort managed to escape the soldiers’ 
grasp. He shoved Shanti out of the line of fire. Losing his balance, he tried to 
roll out of the way, but the soldiers kicked and stepped on him, leaving him 
squirming and unable to get up. Shanti stumbled and fell against one of the 
Revinir’s soldiers, who turned sharply and slammed the pommel of his sword 
into her stomach. She doubled over and yelled out for Dev to help her as 
another blue soldier swung wildly with his sword, swiping at her. His blade 
left a deep gash in her neck. Her eyes widened in fear, and then the blood 
started flowing. She dropped to the ground, her princess crown falling off her 
head and rolling over the uneven pavers. Another of the Revinir’s soldiers 
slammed his sword down on the princess. She stopped moving. 

The tigers growled and yanked at their tethers, and the crowd of 
townspeople pushed back, many of them running for their lives. One of the 
tigers bucked and broke free of the chariot, then began stalking random 
people around him. The blue soldiers fought the green, swords clashing, blood 
and bodies flying. Shanti lay still in the midst of it all, bloody and broken. Dev 
got up and fought his way to her, shoving people aside even as they trampled 
her limp body. He knelt next to her. Reaching for her shoulder, he shook her 
gently and called her name. But he could see the truth. Shanti was dead. 

Dev clutched his head, beside himself, and yelled, “You killed the princess!” 
His face awash in terror, he got up and stumbled into the fighting, numb and 
disoriented and yelling in the Revinirs soldiers’ faces. “You killed the 
princess!” 

Running townspeople stopped and turned. “The princess is dead,” they 
murmured. “Killed by the Revinir’s soldiers!” 

“Surely the king will declare war.” 

The Artiméans watched in horror. “Run, Dev!” screamed Fifer before she 
could contain herself. “Get out of there!” Hearing her, Dev looked wildly 
around. He came to his senses, dashed through the remaining onlookers, and 
disappeared. 

“Look out, friends,” muttered Carina to the others. “One of the tigers is 
loose and it’s coming this way. Time to get out of here!” She and Alex found 
everyone from the rescue team and sent them running toward the forest. 

But Crow stayed back as the royal tiger continued attacking injured 
bystanders who couldn’t get away. People screamed. Crow reached into his 
pocket and pulled out his slingshot and a handful of stones. With a troubled 


look on his face, he loaded a small stone and took aim, then fired. It got the 
tiger’s attention. 

Crow stepped toward it and reloaded, this time with a big rock. The tiger 
recognized its enemy and stalked him. Crow waited. The rest of the rescue 
team turned from a distance to see what was happening. 

“Crow!” screamed Fifer. “No! Look out!” 

Crow took careful aim and pulled the stone back as far as he could, his 
hand shaking. The tiger came at him. He let the stone fly. 

It hit the creature between the eyes. The tiger roared angrily, then retreated 
to nurse his wounds. Crow turned and ran to join his team. 

“At least he’s distracted,” said Crow when he reached them. “Enough to give 
the people a chance to get away.” 

“Wow,” said Seth. “That was really brave.” 

Crow didn’t answer. Instead he cringed as he watched the battle, his face 
drawn. He hated fighting. But he’d do anything to protect his friends, just like 
they'd done for him so many times in the past. Soon one of the king’s 
uniformed soldiers was able to stun the loose tiger long enough to reattach 
him to the chariot. 

The rescue team retreated farther to the edge of the square, where the 
buildings began. There they watched from behind an abandoned wagon as the 
king’s soldiers fell at the hands of the Revinir’s soldiers. 

Eventually the Artiméans slipped away to the forest again, all together this 
time. 

After the blue soldiers had fought off the last of the green and declared 
victory, they descended on the princess’s chariot and looted the jewels that 
encrusted it. Leaving the dead scattered, one soldier lifted and turned a 
particular cobblestone in the square near where Dev’s market booth had been. 
The Revinir’s elevator rose. The victorious soldiers piled in, helping their 
wounded. 

The last one in grabbed Princess Shanti’s crown and held it high in 
triumph. They left her dead body on the ground in the middle of the square. 





A Change in Plans 


lheend otrhe day drew near, but Thisbe’s work wasn’t done. She bottled the 
new liquid alone, lost in her thoughts. The images of her ancestors that had 
overwhelmed her after taking in the bone broth occasionally flitted through 
her mind, making little sense. Yet the Revinir hadn't experienced anything 
after drinking the ancestor broth. Why hadn’t this same thing happened to 
her? Thisbe wondered if it was because the woman wasn’t a descendant of the 
royal black-eyed people. 

It made Thisbe thoughtful—was her lineage the real reason the Revinir 
wanted Thisbe to join her in taking over the land? To use her somehow 
because of who her powerful ancestors were, like she wanted to use the 
dragons’ power? 

It had to have something to do with her magical abilities, too, or the 
Revinir could have chosen any of the other slaves. The woman desperately 
wanted to be great at something, even if by association. Since she wasn’t 
royalty, having Thisbe as an assistant—and more importantly, a willing 
assistant—was of the utmost importance to her. That much was clear. Perhaps 
she wanted validation. Perhaps Thisbe represented some sort of proof that she 
was powerful and respected because this black-eyed servant thought good of 
her. Knowing the incredible ego that the Revinir had, this made the most 
sense. 


Thisbe wasn’t having any of it. But she was extremely nervous. She’d nearly 
gasped when the woman had mentioned escaping, as if she knew full well 
about the plan. Was the dragon-bone marrow really that strong that the 
Revinir would have gained such strong intuition? Or was it just a random 
threat that happened to be accurate? She'd find out soon enough. She and 
Rohan were breaking out in a few hours. No matter what. 

As she finished up for the day, she kept looking anxiously for Dev. Maybe 
he wouldn’t have to come back here after working in the market all day. She 
wished she'd said a more meaningful good-bye to him. And had somehow been 
able to hint to him that they'd be coming back for him and the others 
eventually. If they survived the escape. 

Just then there was a ruckus among the soldiers at the door. A moment 
later Thisbe could hear faraway shouts from the main hallway. The soldiers ran 
out, and Thisbe went to the doorway. Rohan was nearing with his load of 
bones. He was clearly agitated. 

“What's going on?” Thisbe whispered. 

“Something terrible has happened,” he said. “The princess came to the 
market and ordered the Revinir’s soldiers to stand down,” he said in a low 
voice. “She demanded to have Dev back. There was a fight, and the princess 
was killed.” 

“What? Killed?” 

“Yes, and Dev ran oft.” 

“He did?” She clutched her throat, feeling sick for him. “I hope he’s okay.” 

“He ran toward the forest is what I’ve heard, not back to the castle. The 
Revinir is fuming. And I’m afraid my fears of the past weeks will be realized. 
The king will surely declare war on the Revinir after this. I have no doubt. 
And after losing the dragons and now Dev, she will certainly welcome it. We're 
in for it, Thisbe. All of us.” 

“Oh no,” Thisbe said under her breath. Stunned, she couldn’t imagine what 
Grimere would be like in the middle of a war, or what it would mean for the 
black-eyed slaves. 

“It’s chaos in the square,” said Rohan. “And it soon will be down here. It'll 
only get worse as time passes.” 

Thisbe searched his eyes. Then she peered down the hallway. “We should 
leave now while everyone’s distracted.” 

“You read my mind,” said Rohan. “Is that the dragon ability?” 


“No. I’m just smart. Let’s get out of here.” 

Rohan flipped his load of bones onto the kitchen floor and rolled up his 
harness while Thisbe put her things away in the kitchen as usual, so nothing 
would seem suspicious. At the last second, Thisbe grabbed a few bottles of the 
ancestor broth and slipped them into her pocket. She wasn’t sure why she’d 
taken them—perhaps they'd hold some value down the road. Then the two 
snuck out toward the main hallway. They could hear soldiers shouting. They 
reached the main passage and peered in all directions. 

“We'll pretend like were walking back to our crypts,” whispered Thisbe. 
“It’s the right time of day. We'll go one at a time so we're not seen together. 
And we'll just keep going.” 

“Maybe we should grab dragon bones to drag toward the extracting room 
so we look like we have a purpose for going that way,” said Rohan. 

“Perfect,” said Thisbe. “Though it'll seem a little odd to go in that direction 
in the evening. But we could say the Revinir is punishing us for something. 
Maybe we can get by everybody without having to fight at all.” 

Rohan slipped his hand in hers and gave it a squeeze. “Whatever 
happens ...,.” he said, and trailed off. 

Thisbe turned to look at him. She saw the worry in his expression. “We 
keep going,” she said, finishing his thought. 

He flashed a crooked smile. “That’s not what I was intending to say, but all 
right.” 

“What were you going to say?” 

“TIl tell you once we make it out of here.” 

With no time to waste on words, Thisbe nodded and stepped into the 
hallway, then moved toward her crypt like normal. Rohan waited a few 
minutes, then followed. 

The trek back to their crypts went smoothly enough. Thisbe turned off to 
her hallway and Rohan to his. A few soldiers ran past Thisbe toward the 
elevator exit, and she could see a larger crowd of soldiers there. She slipped 
into her crypt and drained the last of her water from the pitcher. Then she 
climbed up her bone pile, sending a small dragon bone tumbling to the floor 
to use as an excuse. She slid down after it and reached for her harness. 

As she did so, Mangrel appeared and pushed a food tray inside the room. 
He slammed the door shut, locking Thisbe in for the night. “Wait!” Thisbe 
stared at the door. “Buckets of crud!” she muttered, using one of Alex’s 


common expressions. For a split second her heart fell, and she thought all was 
lost. But then she remembered. 

“Rohan, wait!” she cried, turning toward the tunnel. She quickly attached 
the bone to her harness and started climbing again, but became hindered by it 
getting caught on the other bones. She had to stop to unhook it and carry it, 
and her panic increased. Had the crypt keeper been to Rohan’s room already? 
Or was he gone? “Rohan!” she called again, growing frantic. She finally made it 
to the top. She reattached the bone to the harness and dove into the tunnel. 
“Rohan!” she called again, and crawled through. 

Emerging into his crypt, Thisbe looked out. There at the door was 
Rohan . . . being held fast by the Revinir. 





Breakaway 


Thisbe stared at the woman. 

The Revinir sneered when she saw her and realized what the tunnel meant. 
“Aren't you clever?” 

“Leave him alone!” 

The Revinir shook her head. “You've been very devious, teaching this good 
boy to do evil things.” 

“He hasn’t done anything!” Thisbe said, feeling her scales rise and her body’s 
fiery magic heat up. “Let him go.” 

“I will.” said the Revinir. “But only if you stop your nonsensical escape and 
share just one of your secrets with me.” 

“What secrets? Which one?” 

“I want to know what you learned from that broth. I know you were lying. 
Something happened to you. Tell me what it was!” 

Rohan looked confused. Thisbe hadn’t had a chance to tell him about that 
yet. She let out an exasperated noise. “It was nothing. Let go of Rohan. I’m 
warning you.” Thisbe raised her arm and pointed at the woman. She could feel 
the electricity pulsing through her, ready to explode. 

“Don’t make me kill him,” said the Revinir. “He’s so good.” 

Rohan gulped and gave Thisbe a wild look. Thisbe realized that behind the 
folds of her robe, the Revinir was holding a knife to Rohan’s chest. Didnt the 
Revinir have any dragon powers to threaten him with? 


Thisbe felt her heart beating wildly. She didn’t know what to do. Rohan 
was so close to the Revinir—what if she fired and hit him by mistake? “What 
do you want me to do?” she asked the crazed woman. 

“I want you to join my effort to take over the entire land of the dragons. 
Then we'll fight against the people who betrayed you in the seven islands.” 

“I think you have a lot of other trouble you're going to have to deal with 
first, lady,” Thisbe said. 

The Revinir jabbed the knife against Rohan’s chest, making him yelp. “Tell 
me what happened to you when you drank the ancestor-bone broth!” 

Rohan gulped down a breath, and his eyes stretched open even wider. He 
gave Thisbe a hard look, and without him saying a single word, she knew he 
was telling her it was okay to say no. 

Thisbe swallowed hard and tried to be brave. “And if I don’t join you or tell 
you—what then?” 

“TIl kill Rohan right here in front of you.” 

Thisbe’s fingers wavered. “Okay, then,” she said. Then she slowly dropped 
her arm, carefully watching every move the woman made. “I'll tell you.” 

The Revinir looked appeased. She relaxed her grip a little, and Rohan 
inched to one side. Quickly Thisbe threw her arm forward and pointed at the 
womans neck, fingers dripping sparks. “Boom!” she cried. 

A fireball burst forth and flew across the crypt. Rohan dove. The spell hit 
the Revinir in the chest. She flew back into the wall and dropped to the floor, 
but she didn’t break into dozens of pieces like Thisbe had expected. 

Thisbe stared for a moment, then started skidding and sliding down the 
dragon bones, her harness dragging the extra one along with her. Rohan 
scrambled to his feet and checked the woman’s pulse. “She’s not dead,” he said 
wildly. 

“It’s her dragon scales,” Thisbe muttered. “They protect her.” She thought 
about trying to finish the woman off, but didn’t want to waste an ounce of 
energy—she had a lot more fights to be ready for. If they started moving fast 
now, the Revinir might never catch up. “Let’s go. We'll lock her in.” 

“Brilliant.” Rohan grabbed his harness and slipped it on; then they went out 
his door as quickly as possible and closed it behind them, automatically 
locking the Revinir inside the crypt. Staying together now for safety, they 
moved as fast as they could with their cargo. 


“That was quite a powerful spell,” said Rohan, a bit breathless. “Thank you 
for saving me.” 

“I wasn’t about to go along with her,” said Thisbe. “Not for any reason. Even 
if nobody ever comes back for me—which is what she keeps reminding me 
about.” She frowned, thinking about how the people of Artimé had left her 
here. It was deeply painful and probably always would be. But she didn’t hate 
them for it. Not the kind of hatred the Revinir seemed to feed on and 
expected Thisbe to feel. Thisbe shook her head. “I don’t care how evil I am. I’m 
not like her.” 

“Is she still selling you that bunk? You're nothing like her. Besides, I think 
she makes up half of her dragon abilities to scare us. She’s got scales and a little 
smoke and that’s all. That’s my guess. Otherwise why would she need to hold a 
knife on me?” 

“I wondered about that too.” Thisbe thought the woman might have a bit 
more dragon power than what Rohan had suggested—some sort of mental 
advantage that Thisbe had felt the tiniest bit of herself ever since she’d drunk 
that cup of dragon-bone broth. There was no telling the quantity the Revinir 
had ingested to produce such a full blanket of scales on her body. But Thisbe 
was quite sure the ancestor-bone broth hadn't done anything for the woman 
like it had for her. It was intriguing that the Revinir wanted to know so badly 
what had happened after shed forced it down Thisbe’s throat, as if she 
expected it to be something very important. And perhaps it was. Thisbe hadn’t 
had time to contemplate the images she’d seen, but they remained burned in 
her mind as solidly as her own memories. But she might never know their 
significance now. 

‘They passed through an intersection with only a few suspicious glances and 
hurried on toward the river. When the soldiers were out of earshot, Thisbe 
looked at Rohan. “She made me drink the ancestor-bone broth.” 

“So I gathered,” Rohan said gently, and studied her face. “How ghastly that 
must have been. Are you okay?” 

“’m—I'm not sure. The Revinir threw it in my face. I didn’t swallow much, 
but enough, I guess. It felt . . ” She recalled the dizzy feeling and stumbled in 
the hallway. Rohan reached out and steadied her arm. “It felt weird,” Thisbe 
said. “I saw some things. Like images of things I’ve never seen before, but now 
I feel eerily like lve experienced them. It’s hard to explain.” 

“Tm really sorry.” 


“Thanks.” Thisbe was quiet for a time as they moved along as quickly as 
they could. They were both hungry and weak, not having eaten since dinner 
the previous day. How Thisbe wished she'd grabbed some food off her tray 
after the door had closed. But she hadn't thought of it in her panic. She had 
the ancestor broth, but she’d rather trade it for food than drink it. Her mind 
turned back to the day. “The Revinir told me there are other dragons 
somewhere.” 

“Yes, I believe that. When I was a child, my mother and father told me 
about the ghost dragons beyond the forest—they were something to be feared. 
Is that what your dragons were like? Wild and fierce?” 

“Not to us, because we are at peace in the seven islands. For now, anyway. 
The Revinir wants to take over the rule there, too.” 

“She makes a lot of plans,” said Rohan. “But she’s barely conquered one city 
here, and now that’s in jeopardy.” 

“I thought everyone was afraid of her.” 

“They are. It’s because she’s so secretive and sneaky. She managed to capture 
dragons and build an army right under their feet—the people up there fear the 
unknown. How big is her underground army? How strong is she? How rich? 
How many dragons are under her control? No one knows because they can’t 
get in.” 

“How did you find that out? From the soldiers?” 

Rohan nodded. “And other newer children when they come in—I try to 
find a way to question them.” 

“You are very popular. I wish I could learn the common language so I can 
speak to the others. I’ve only picked up a few words so far.” 

“I can teach you once we're out of here.” 

Once were out of here. Thisbe bit her lip anxiously. They both grew somber 
and hurried on, knowing they might not ever get out of here. And now that 
the Revinir knew of their secret tunnel, they'd most certainly be kept far apart 
if they got caught. 

At the next intersection, two soldiers stopped them, a man and a woman. 
“Where are you going at this time of night?” the woman asked. 

Rohan smiled to appear sheepish. “The Revinir is punishing us again. I’m 
too friendly—it’s really becoming a hazard to my rest time.” He laughed, and 
the male soldier gave a reluctant smile. The female soldier remained stern but 


didn’t press him. 


“Has anyone found the traitor who ran away?” Rohan asked them. 

The woman remained suspicious. “Not yet. What do you know about him? 
Did he tell you of these plans?” She looked at Thisbe. “How about you? You 
worked with him.” 

“I had no idea. I despised him. We barely spoke.” 

The woman studied Thisbe, then stepped aside. “Go on, then. Don’t let the 
Revinir catch you talking together or you'll have even more work to do.” 

“You make an excellent point,” said Rohan. “Thank you for the advice.” 
They continued on in silence, with Rohan dropping back from Thisbe for 
appearances until they made the next turn. All they had left now was the 
group of guards at the river exit, and there was no telling how many were 
there—with any luck at least some of them would’ve been called away to help 
with the wounded soldiers from the square and the search for Dev. 

Thisbe was quiet, wondering if Dev had known about the princess coming 
for him. She doubted it greatly—his earlier heartbreak had been too real to 
fake. Thisbe could tell that much just from her time studying acting with 
Samheed. It took a lot of studying to appear that realistic when pretending to 
cry. She was sure Dev hadn't ever had the opportunity to act in his life. He was 
manipulative, sure. But he'd tried fighting off those tears with all his might, 
and he hadn’t succeeded. She believed the princess must have surprised him by 
showing up at the market. The thought made her angry. Princess Shanti hadn’t 
been nice to Dev. Shed used him as a whipping boy, making him take 
punishment for the wrongs shed done. That wasn’t a friendship. If Dev 
considered that to be what friends do to each other, he had no understanding 
of the meaning of the word. 

In that moment, thinking on friendship, Thisbe’s heart wrenched. She 
missed Fifer and Seth. She missed her writing class with Lani and her dance 
class with the lounge band and her fencing class with Kaylee, which she'd only 
just begun. She longed to see Aaron again—he’d always made her feel better 
when Alex had been angry with her and Fifer. And even as confused and upset 
as she was about no one coming to rescue her, she still missed Alex, and she 
felt terrible about leaving like they’d done. She knew he loved her and Fifer 
dearly. A little too dearly, but was that all bad? She bet Dev would give 
anything to have someone care so much for him. Something had to have 
happened for Alex and the others not to have come after her. “I hope you're 
okay out there,” she said under her breath. 


By now Rohan had caught up with her. “What's that?” 

“Nothing.” They continued on. When the sound of the river became 
evident, Thisbe began flexing her fingers and trying to work up some anger to 
cover the melancholy feelings she had. It didn’t take long—she just needed to 
think about that morning, when the Revinir had ambushed her with the 
broth. 

Rohan glanced sideways at her and stayed quiet, seeing she was 
concentrating. Soon they came up to the narrow hallway where they'd need to 
turn. They stopped to look all around, and then Rohan, growing anxious, 
asked Thisbe what she thought the best plan was. 

Thisbe had forgotten that she'd never told him. She’d thought of it two 
nights ago but hadn't seen him since then, and with the excitement about Dev 
and with the Revinir, shed forgotten all about the fact that he was 
approaching this without insight or instructions. 

“When we get within sight of the soldiers,” Thisbe said, “unhook your 
dragon bone and leave it behind, but keep your harness on. We'll need it later.” 

“Okay,” said Rohan. “To get across the river?” 

“Possibly. If not that, we'll need them eventually for something, I’m sure.” 
She tapped her lips, then said, “Were going to have to fight them. I’m not sure 
how many good shots I have before I start shooting worthless sparks. I should 
have several, but I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday, so I’m not feeling 
terribly strong. We’ll just have to wait and see. I'll go for the biggest ones first. 
Stay out of my line of fire, but if you can do anything at all to help, that would 
be grand. I wish you had a weapon.” 

Rohan bent down and pulled up his pant leg. There was a dagger, tied to 
his leg. “Like this?” 

“Where'd you get that?” 

“I lifted it off a soldier yesterday. I figured we might need it.” 

“Well done,” said Thisbe. A spark of hope grew inside her. Maybe they'd 
have a chance. “Stay back until they come at us. We may need to make a break 
for it past them. Then stick close to the left wall. If were lucky, we won't get 
wet at all.” 

Rohan raised an eyebrow while Thisbe detailed the rest of her plan. When 
Rohan was clear on the procedure, they locked eyes for a moment, then moved 
forward and went around the corner. 


There were five soldiers there, guarding the river exit. As Thisbe headed 
toward them, Rohan turned sharply. “Thisbe!” he whispered. 

She looked back. The two guards from the last intersection were running 
toward them from behind, and the five in front of them had noticed them 
coming. They were surrounded. 





The Plan Backfires 


[ts now or never,” Thisbe said quietly. “Let’s go!” She stayed far away from the 
soldiers, hoping the distance would give her better aim, then shot a ball of fire 
at the largest soldier by the river. It exploded on his chest and, like the snake 
in the desert, he flew into dozens of pieces that mostly landed in the river. 
“Whoa,” said Thisbe. She let out a breath. “Okay. That’s one down.” 

The soldiers tried to figure out what had just happened, but they were 
flabbergasted and couldn’t make sense of it. 

Thisbe felt terrible. But she had to continue. She used a little less power on 
the next one, knocking him to the ground almost as easily. Even if the 
remaining three didn’t understand magic, they knew enough to rush at the 
source of it. The closer they got, the poorer Thisbe’s aim was. She pointed 
again, her finger burning and throbbing, and shot off another fireball. It 
slammed into a soldier’s legs and flipped her up into the air. She crashed to the 
floor, conscious and crying out, but unable to get up. 

Meanwhile Rohan took on the two advancing from behind. He yelled out 
an apology, then punched the woman in the face, dropping her. He looked at 
the other guard, who was one of his friends, and just gave him a pleading look. 
“Please, Gustav,” he said. “Just give us a chance.” 


The man looked uncertain for a long moment, then sighed heavily. “All 
right. Go, before I change my mind.” He dropped to the ground, faking an 
injury. 

“Thank you,” said Rohan. He turned quickly to help Thisbe with the 
remaining two soldiers. 

Thisbe’s finger was black with soot and searing with pain. She tried her 
other hand and shot off another medium-size ball of fire. It missed wildly. She 
wished she'd practiced with that hand. She tried a second time and missed 
again as the two soldiers closed in. 

Rohan came running, brandishing his dagger. The soldiers had swords and 
ran at them, leaving Rohan trying to dodge and weave without getting hit, 
and trying desperately to get close enough to get a jab in himself. He had no 
experience, though he was pretty good at avoiding the sword. 

Thisbe slipped past them toward the river and turned around, shooting off 
sparks with her eyes when the guards spun around to go after her. A pair of 
sparks slammed into a soldier’s eyes and he cried out, covering them and 
moving about in serious pain, unable to see. Thisbe quickly dispersed some 
more sparks at the remaining guard, aiming for and hitting her hand. She 
dropped the sword and Rohan moved in, slamming his knee into her stomach 
and grabbing her sword. But she dropped to the ground gasping for breath, 
and he held off hurting her further. 

“Come on!” said Thisbe. “Quickly!” 

They ran to the river and stood at the edge. Thisbe quickly cast invisible 
hooks, like the one outside her bedroom window in the mansion, just above 
the water line, putting them all the way across. Then she cast another line of 
them at shoulder height. 

“One of the soldiers is getting up,” said Rohan under his breath. 

Thisbe glanced back. “You go across first. I can swim better than you in case 
they knock me in. Just feel around on the wall for the hooks, and trust me. 
They'll hold you fine. Step on the low ones and grab on to the high ones and 
walk across.” Thisbe turned and shot sparks at the soldier coming at them. The 
woman cried out in pain but kept coming. 

Rohan reached out, feeling for the first hook. When he found it, he 
grabbed on, then moved his foot above the water along the rock wall, trying to 


find the foothold. 


“No hurry or anything,” said Thisbe, seeing another soldier stirring. 


“Tm trying to go as fast as I can,” said Rohan. 

Thisbe tried a wrong-handed throw and ended up accidentally shooting an 
invisible hook instead of a fireball at the woman. It apparently struck her, and 
she yelped and reached for her nose. Blood streamed down. 

Thisbe was getting tired. She didn’t have any sparks left. She glanced over 
her shoulder at Rohan, who was reaching for the next hooks. He needed to go 
faster. But if he faltered and slipped, he’d be dead. Thisbe didn’t want to rush 
him. 

A second soldier was getting up now. Thisbe ran at the man, who swung his 
sword at her. She jumped, but the blade caught her in the lower leg, slicing 
into her. “Ouch! Hurry, Rohan!” 

“Tm trying!” 

Thisbe summoned all her strength and sent a weak fireball from her 
burning finger. It hit its mark, dropping the man temporarily. But the woman 
soldier was moving more quickly again. 

“Okay, Thisbe!” Rohan shouted at the last set of hooks. “Come on!” He 
jumped to safety. 

Thisbe ran for the wall, then placed a glass spell in front of the woman who 
was chasing her. She banged into it and recoiled, giving Thisbe enough time to 
turn and reach for the first hook. Her fingers were growing numb from the 
burning pain, but she swiped them along the wall, desperate to find it. Finally 
she felt it and grabbed on. She put her foot out and slid it along the wall. 

“Look out, Thisbe!” shouted Rohan. 

Thisbe couldn’t look. Her foot struck the first hook and she pulled herself 
onto it, then, shaking, reached for the next ones. Stretching precariously, she 
turned her head to see the man maneuvering around the glass barricade and 
coming toward her. 

“Thisbe!” screamed Rohan. 

The soldier lifted his sword and batted the side of it against Thisbe’s hand 
on the first hook. She shrieked in pain and let go, balanced for an instant on 
one foot. Then the soldier struck her again, and she plunged backward into the 
rushing river. 





More Trouble 


Thishe hadn’t had time to take a breath. She choked and sucked in a mouthfal 
of water and flailed as the river’s current whipped her upside down. She 
couldn’t find her bearings. She couldn’t tell where the surface was. All she 
knew was that she didn’t have much time before she’d be swept under the wall. 

Finally she righted herself and surfaced, the wall coming fast at her. 
Coughing and sputtering, she lifted her arms and turned her face, and 
slammed into it. Her fingers raked at the sheer stone as she tried to find 
something to hold on to. It was that or be forced under. 

“Hook,” she cried, but it didn’t appear where she needed it. She was 
slipping, her legs and midsection already pulled beneath. The only thing 
holding her here was the pressure of water against her back, pressing her face 
and chest against the wall just above the surface. But the river’s grasp on her 
legs was strong. She took a deep breath and continued to struggle as it pulled 
her down an inch at a time. 

“Thisbe! I'm here!” Rohan yelled. “Reach for me! Grab my harness!” He was 
safely on the far bank, throwing the end of his harness to her, but it was too 
far away. Thisbe couldn’t get there, and she couldn't let go of the wall to reach 
for it. 


When her hands slipped, she submerged and was swept under the wall. She 
cast a glass spell in front of her and immediately slammed into it feetfirst, her 
knees buckling. It stopped her and kept her from being swept away, but she 
couldn’t swim upstream against a current like this, and she wasn’t sure how far 
under the wall she'd gone. Blindly she cast another glass spell in front of the 
one that was there, making the glass twice as thick and putting her a half inch 
closer to where she needed to be. 

She could hold her breath for a long time, but was it long enough to cast 
enough glass spells to inch her way back into the hallway? 

She tried again to cast hooks, and this time she managed to place two of 
them on the rock above her. She reached for them and pulled herself against 
the current. Then two more. Once again she could hear Rohan shouting—he 
had no idea that Thisbe could survive underwater for so long, and she knew he 
must be beside himself. But she couldn’t think about him right now. She hung 
on to the hooks and pulled her legs up to her chest, then cast another glass 
spell to push off against with her feet and to stop her from losing the ground 
she'd gained. Then she cast two more hooks and nearly reached the hallway 
wall. She gripped them and pulled with all her might, until finally her head 
was back in the hallway. She used her chin as leverage and her face broke the 
surface. She sucked in a big breath, then quickly cast more hooks on the wall. 
Reaching up, she found them and grabbed hold. She pulled her body along 
with her, casting another set of hooks just above the surface toward Rohan’s 
side of the river. She moved sideways one hook at a time, fighting the current, 
her arms aching. She could hear his muffled shouts, and then she felt 
something hit her in the head. 

It was his harness, in a loop. Thisbe grabbed on, trying to slide her arm 
through the loop, and managing to hook it around her elbow. “Got it!” she 
cried, her voice ragged. When it grew taut, she let go of the hooks. 

Rohan pulled her to his side of the river. When she reached it, he got on his 
knees and yanked her up and onto the passageway floor. He rolled her over. 

She looked up at him and coughed. “Thanks.” 

“How are you possibly alive?” he exclaimed. Then he glanced across the 
river at the soldiers, and his face changed. “Oh no,” he muttered, getting up. 
The one who had batted Thisbe into the river was coming across on the 
original invisible hooks like Rohan had done. “Get up, Thisbe. Look!” 


Thisbe lifted her upper body and turned to see what was happening. Then 
she held her hand up at the hooks. “Release!” she said weakly. The invisible 
hooks apparently disappeared, for the soldier plunged into the water and was 
swept away, never to be seen again. 

“Gods of nature!” muttered Rohan as he watched the soldier disappear. 
“Who are you?” His face was stricken, and he looked to Thisbe to know what 
to do next. 

Safe for the moment, Thisbe released the other spells so the soldiers 
couldn’t use them, and slowly got to her feet, dripping wet. Together she and 
Rohan moved toward the fresh air. By now it was nearly dawn, and they'd 
made it across the river. 

When they reached the exit, they peered out to see where their journey 
would take them next. The sheer wall of rock, almost perpendicular the 
ground, landed at the edge of the crater lake, hundreds of feet below them. 
Thisbe’s stomach turned—her fear of heights hadn't magically gone away. She 
swallowed hard and stepped back. “Blurgh,” she muttered, trying to calm her 
butterflies. 

“Now what do we do?” asked Rohan, still rattled. He didn’t look excited 
about the prospects either. It seemed impossible. 

Thisbe took a few deep breaths and shook out her arms, which felt weak 
after performing so much magic and struggling in the river. How was she 
going to climb down from here? She glanced back at the soldiers, two of 
whom were helping the remaining injured ones now. The one that had let 
Rohan go was one of them, and he refused to look up at the escapees. It 
seemed strange that no new soldiers were coming to this area. Hadn’t anyone 
gone to summon help? Or had they given up on the two and simply 
considered them a loss? 

Perhaps there would be soldiers waiting for them by the time they reached 
the bottom. Then again, Thisbe imagined the soldiers would never expect 
them to make it down alive. So it seemed most likely that they'd ended pursuit 
to spare their own lives. 

Thisbe took another deep breath and let it out, collecting her thoughts. 
“Okay, well. We have to climb down, that’s what. And it would be best to 
make it down before it’s bright enough out for anyone to see us. Hook your 
harness to mine.” 


While Rohan connected the harnesses, Thisbe got on her hands and knees 
at the edge of the opening. She assessed the situation, with only shadows to 
hint at the variations in the wall, then carefully placed four invisible hooks 
directly to one side of the opening, where she expected she'd need her hands 
and feet to go in order to swing out of the mouth of the cave. 

Thisbe glanced at Rohan. “Are you ready?” 

Rohan’s gray face was tinged with green, but he nodded. 

Thisbe reached out sideways for the first handhold. She found it and 
grabbed on. “Watch where I go so you have an idea of where the hooks are. 
Okay?” 

Rohan nodded again and gulped hard. 

“And we'll move one at a time. If one of us falls, the other has to be hanging 
on tightly if we’re going to have a chance of surviving this.” 

“My God,” whispered Rohan. “You don’t seem scared. Why in the world 
aren't you petrified? I’m shaking.” 

“Tm terrified,” Thisbe admitted. “But we don’t have any choice. Unless you 
want to go back?” 

“No. We need to continue.” 

“Okay. Here I go. Watch the harness ropes so we don’t get tangled.” Thisbe 
sat on the edge and let her feet dangle out. Hanging on to the first hook, she 
slowly slid out, reaching her foot to find the invisible hook that was there 
somewhere. She felt the blood drain from her face and tried not to think 
about the height. She’d done something far worse before with Hux and Fifer 
and Seth. Now at least she’d remembered this spell. 

As she slipped farther and farther off the edge of her seat, she began waving 
her foot, trying to find the hook. Finally her toe struck it. She relocated the 
hook and rested her toe on it, then eased her upper body out and started to 
reach toward the other handhold. “This is the absolute worst thing I’ve ever 
willingly done in my life,” she muttered, then gasped and swung out. Her foot 
stayed solid as she pivoted and reached wildly for the other hook, slamming 
her hand into it hard. Fingers stinging, she found it again and grabbed on, 
pulling her face and body close to the rock wall. “Phew,” she breathed. Then 
she found the second foot hook. She rested for a moment, her cheek against 
the cool rock, then turned her head and looked at Rohan. She blew out a 
breath from deep in her chest and tried to smile. 


He looked back at her, fearful. 


With her body frozen in terror, she wasn’t sure if her smile had translated. 
“Everything's great,” she assured him. She made another set of hooks next to 
the first set, and began the process of moving sideways, lifting her line of 
harness over one of the hooks to help in case either of them fell. “Eventually 
we'll go down one below the other, like descending a ladder,” she explained, 
“but let’s just get you out here first.” 

Rohan nodded. He found the first handhold, then began sliding out and 
searching for the first foothold like Thisbe had done. “This is utterly grim and 
horrifying,” he muttered. “I’m not sure why I’ve become your friend.” 

Thisbe laughed softly, glad he was trying to make a joke. “You've really 
gotten yourself into a mess with me,” she said. 

“ÉI had no idea you could do all of this magic,” said Rohan. “You are a 
goddess, and I am but a mortal boy of no significance who will surely die in 
moments.” He connected with the foothold a little easier than Thisbe, as he 
was taller and it wasn’t quite as far of a reach for him. 

“You're fine.” Thisbe watched him and realized the conversation seemed to 
be helping him cope. “Just wait until you see me make things come alive. I 
didn’t try it with the bones for obvious reasons.” 

Rohan managed a smile before he swung out and dangled precipitously for 
an instant, then hit the rock wall chest-first. He made a noise and flailed, 
panicking a little. 

“Your handhold is right next to mine,” Thisbe said, trying to stay calm. 
“You're doing great.” If he fell, she wasn’t at all certain she could support his 
weight. The points of the hooks dug into the soles of her shoes a bit, but it 
wasn't the most uncomfortable thing Thisbe had ever endured, though it 
might be by the time they neared the bottom. Rohan found the top hook and 
gripped it tightly. He was breathing hard. “Was it really necessary to make the 
hooks invisible? What was the thinking there?” 

“Not my spell,” said Thisbe, eyeing him. “Are you doing okay?” 

“Yes, for now,” said Rohan, panting. “Tell me more about something. 
Anything. Your world. I don’t care what.” He pushed his face into the wall and 
couldnt slow his breathing. “Help me,” he said. 

“Try taking one deep breath,” Thisbe said. “That’s what my friend Seth 
would suggest. He has trouble breathing sometimes when he panics. It just 
happens. It’s real, though, and he says it feels awful, but it’s going to be okay. 
One deep breath, if you can, and blow it out.” 


Rohan tried to do what she suggested. 

Thisbe told him a little bit more about Seth while she planted two more 
sets of hooks, one set directly below each of them, equidistant apart like a 
ladder so it would be easier to find them. “The hardest part is over,” she told 
Rohan. “You made it out. Still okay?” 

Rohan nodded. He took in a couple more breaths and blew them out as 
slowly as he could. “My arms... and legs . . . are rubber.” 

“That's just how they feel on the outside. Inside you have strong muscles 
from all the work you've done. They won't fail you now.” She watched him for 
a moment as his breathing evened out. “Your next hooks are just a couple feet 
directly below the first set. Let’s do this together. Which foot do you want to 
start with?” 

“Left,” said Rohan. 

“Okay. Here I go. Did I ever tell you about the Island of Graves? It’s covered 
in saber-toothed gorillas.” Thisbe found her left foot hook and moved to the 
right foot. 

“No,” said Rohan, copying her when she was solidly in place. “I’m quite sure 
Vd remember that. Tell me.” 

As Thisbe talked about the Island of Graves and how Kaylee had lived there 
in a tree for a year before Alex, Sky, and Aaron had rescued her, they moved 
down another set of hooks. Thisbe kept planting new ones directly below the 
existing ones as they went, and soon both of them became a bit more 
comfortable. 

“How did you stop yourself from being swept down the river back there?” 
asked Rohan after a while. “I thought you were lost for good and I was stuck 
forever.” 

Thisbe told him about the glass spell and how she'd used it to make walls to 
push herself back against the current. Then she told him how most people in 
Artimé could hold their breath for several minutes. 

The edge of the sky tinged orange, and while the two of them remained in 
the shadow of the wall, at least they could see the ground. But their limbs were 
growing weaker. It became harder for Thisbe to tell stories because it was 
wearing her out, so she stopped. Every step required concentration on their 
shaking legs. 

By the time they were two-thirds of the way down, they were spent and 
beginning to really worry they wouldn’t last. Thisbe couldn't place her hooks 


properly anymore, and both of them slipped at least once. The bottoms of 
their feet became tender and painful. 

But they couldn’t stop. Eventually, because of how taxing the magic was 
becoming, Thisbe stopped making double ladders and moved over to Rohan’s 
ladder. That helped her magic fatigue, but they were exhausted all around. 
They'd been up all night and hadn't eaten in ages. At one point, the volcano in 
the lake erupted with a huge blast of water, scaring them both—they’d never 
been so close to it when it had gone off before. After the water had slapped 
the lake, a fireball flew out. The spout spewed lava and a second fireball. Then 
after some time, the volcano plunged into the water and disappeared. “We 
have one of those in our world too,” said Thisbe. “Pirates used to live under it 
in a big glassed-in world.” The image of a pirate ship flitted into her mind— 
the same one from when she'd taken the ancestor broth—but it disappeared, 
and with her exhaustion, she soon forgot about it. 

Rohan couldnt respond. They continued, fighting through pain and 
weakness. 

Finally they made it to the ground. The sun was coming up. They looked 
around for soldiers but saw no one. Then they crawled on shaky limbs to the 
edge of the lake to drink some water. Soon they took to the thick foliage 
beside it and collapsed under some bushes, unable to go any farther without 
rest. 

Before they fell asleep, two giant shadows passed over them, heading 
straight for the opening to the catacombs. But the brush hid everything from 


view. 





Mass Confusion 


he: Arimeans had spent a troubled night in the forest, with Talon and 
Simber keeping careful watch over the others while they slept. They'd all 
hoped Kitten was safe after the unexpected ruckus and would make it to the 
elevator sometime during the night. They were comforted by the fact that she 
was so tiny she wouldn't be noticed, and even if someone stepped on her, she 
had more lives left. 

Before dawn the first wave of the rescue team set off toward the cave 
entrance: Talon flying with Alex, and Fifer and Crow in the hammock being 
carried by the falcons. They rose above the trees and swept over the quiet city 
and the empty square. Few signs of the previous evening’s fight remained. 
Talon and Alex headed to the hill beyond the city square, in the direction of 
where they'd seen the smoke. Fifer commanded the falcons to follow Talon’s 
lead. It took them quite some time to reach the far side of the hill where the 
cave entrance was, but Crow and Fifer didn’t speak much. They were anxious 
and focused. 

Fifer was a bit perturbed not to be going in the elevator entrance, which, 
according to what Dev had said, was much closer to where Thisbe’s crypt was. 
But she and Seth had told the others where to look for her. Plus, Talon and 
Alex needed more help at this entrance, and Fifer was the only other flying 
option small enough to fit into the cave. 


Simber would stay behind in the forest—feeling helpless, Fifer supposed. 
At least she didn’t have to do that. Alex hadn’t even suggested leaving her 
behind. It was a relief to really and truly be doing this without him always 
telling her no. She finally had a chance to show him what she could do. She 
hoped she wouldn't mess up. 

When Talon and the birds rounded the hill, the quiet crater lake came into 
view. There was no volcano in sight, not that this team was expecting to see 
one. They circled above the lake as they waited for sunrise, barely able to see 
anything but the outline of the shore and a stream that rushed to meet the 
lake. When the sky began to lighten, they finally spotted the cavelike entrance 
to the catacombs. They moved toward it, trying to get a look inside at what 
they faced, while also being careful to stay out of sight of anyone who might 
be looking out. 

“Do you hear that?” asked Crow when they got close to the cliff side. “That 
river? It’s coming from inside the hill.” 

“That’s strange.” Fifer strained to listen, and she could hear it faintly. 
“Maybe it runs through the hill and somehow becomes that stream we saw.” 
When they pulled up alongside Talon, Fifer told him and Alex about it. They 
waited for the signal to go in, all the while fidgeting and worrying. 

Alex looked back at Fifer. “Are you ready?” 

Fifer nodded. “Are you?” 

Alex gave her a broad smile. “I’ve never been readier.” 

Crow nodded at Alex and said with respect, “It’s really good to have you 
here, Alex.” 

“Thanks,” said Alex. “It’s good to be back.” He hesitated, then added, “Once 
we have Thisbe, were going to find Sky. I know everyone thinks she dead, but 
I don’t. If Queen Eagala could survive the plunging volcano, Sky certainly 
must be able to. 1... I can feel her still. Somewhere.” 

His face was filled with such conviction, it made Fifer believe it too. 

But Crow smiled sadly. “If you say so, ll take heart in that. Though I fear 
I'll never see my sister again.” 

At last Seth’s seek spell came flying toward Fifer. It stopped and exploded 
into a little dance diagram that Fifer had sketched and given to him. 

“Okay,” said Fifer, feeling her nervousness ramping up. But she sat up 
quickly to remind everyone of the plan. “That’s it. Let’s go in. Talon, you and 


Alex first. We'll be right behind you. Go as fast as you can so we can get to 
Thisbe.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” said Talon very seriously, and Alex nodded. 

Fifer smiled to see them treating her as a valuable team member, and the 
nervousness washed out of her. “Let’s do it.” 

Talon, carrying Alex, flew toward the cave opening, hovered for a moment, 
and disappeared inside. Fifer waited a beat, then directed Shimmer and the 
other birds. “Forward!” she cried. “Into the cave!” 

The falcons turned sharply. Crow and Fifer sat up so they could see over 
the edge of the hammock. Crow held his slingshot ready, though he hoped he 
wouldn’t have to use it. Fifer fingered the spell components in her vest 
pockets, knowing by heart where each kind was placed. She was ready to take 
down anybody in her way. 


e e e 


Back in the city square, Samheed, Lani, Kaylee, Carina, Seth, and Thatcher 
waited, trying to guess exactly where the elevator would come up based on 
where Seth’s seek spell to Kitten had gone down. It seemed to be taking her 
some time to figure out how to make the elevator move, and for a little while 
Seth worried that hed sent Talon, Alex, Crow, and Fifer into the cave 
prematurely. Then he worried that something had happened to Kitten, and he 
began imagining all the disasters that could occur if he and his part of the 
rescue team couldn’t get in. 

But his fears were assuaged when the cylinder began to rise. The team ran 
over to surround the spot, armed with components in case soldiers were 
coming up with it, but the contraption appeared empty. 

“Inside! Quickly!” whispered Lani. They flooded over and squeezed inside. 

“Mewmewmew!” came a muffled sound from the top of the lever on the 
control panel. Kitten jumped up and down on the lever until it switched and 
the elevator began making a whirring sound. 

“Kitten!” Seth cried, reaching out to her. “You did it. Great job! Come here 
and have a rest.” 

Kitten climbed into Seth’s hand as the elevator began dropping again. 
“Mewmewmew?” 


No one knew what she was asking, and Simber, the only Kitten interpreter, 
was hiding back at the edge of the forest waiting for a sign from them. Now 
that they were descending, everyone focused on what they would face at the 
bottom. 

As their eye level dropped below the ground, they were horrified to see 
dozens of soldiers watching the elevator and waiting for them—no doubt 
they'd noticed it going up a moment before. 

The rescue team was poised to fire spells from their cramped positions 
through the opening. As soon as they could cast an accurate spell, Samheed 
and Lani fired clay shackle components at the nearest two soldiers. The 
elevator stopped, and they shoved the shackled ones out of the way. Then they 
exited and, while each firing off a round of scatterclips, moved aside so their 
teammates could get out too. Some of the spells hit just right, sending 
multiple soldiers stacked and pinned to the wall. The soldiers, unaccustomed 
to fighting against magic, were so surprised they hardly tried to retaliate at 
first—they’d never seen nor expected anything like this before. 

Behind the soldiers stretched a long hallway with several huge doors, and 
thanks to Dev, the Artiméans knew that Thisbe resided in one of these crypts. 
But was she in it now? She could be anywhere in the maze. And, 
unfortunately, more soldiers were arriving to keep them from finding out. 

Kaylee swung out expertly with her sword, driving the soldiers back so her 
magical friends had room to take proper aim. She winced now and then as a 
spell whizzed by her ear, but she had faith that they wouldn't accidently hit 
her after all the training they'd done. Besides, she had other things to worry 
about. The soldiers had regained their senses and were fighting back hard. 

The rescue team pressed forward a few steps, but another rank of soldiers 
came running from a side passage, pushing the Artimeans back against the 
elevator again. Despite making no forward progress, the mages leaned in and 
continued pelting the soldiers, setting off several dizzying backward bobbly 
heads just in time to stop from being skewered. At the moment, that was what 
counted the most. If they could stop the army from getting too close and 
capturing them, they might be able to knock some of them out of commission 
permanently. And hopefully Talon, Alex, Fifer, and Crow would be coming to 
help after a while. It was probably a good thing that they’d ended up having a 
head start. 


As the first few soldiers’ spells began to wear off and even more soldiers 
appeared, it became clear that the rescue team was far outnumbered, and their 
opponents were well trained. Samheed took a sharp hit to the side, knocking 
him down. Kaylee fought on, but the soldiers’ swords connected with her and 
left her battered and bloodied. 

While Seth and Thatcher covered the others, pelting the soldiers with 
spells, Carina dragged Samheed to safety and called out to Kaylee, who was 
still struggling to fight. Kaylee gratefully dropped back behind the others and 
took Carina’s medical kit so she could apply Henry’s magical ointments to 
herself and to Samheed’s wounds. Carina rejoined the fight. 

Kitten was alarmed to see that two strong Artimeans had already fallen. 
Having overheard that somehow Crow and Fifer had arrived while she’d been 
gone and were now with Alex and Talon, she slipped out of Seth’s pocket 
unnoticed to find them. She ran along the passageway, sniffing the air wildly 
in search of Crow, who, other than Fox, was her favorite. She could tell he was 
down here, but where? She paused at a hallway, noticing the symbols on the 
wall that she’d been studying all along on her underground journey, and 
darted down it. She galloped at full Kitten speed, which was quite impressive, 
determined to find the others and lead them to help as quickly as possible. 

Every now and then Kitten slowed and sniffed the air again, then charged 
up a different hallway, always seeming to follow the same red arrows. But 
would she find her beloved Crow before he was struck down too? She raced, 
veering close to the wall when more and more blue-uniformed soldiers ran 
past her. Sometimes she had to dart between their feet. Magically she avoided 
being crushed, but how long would that luck last? Despite knowing she had 
seven lives left, she didn’t want to lose even one of them to these smelly 
keepers of the bones. She had to get to Crow, and fast—or there wouldn't be a 
rescue team left. 





In Pursuit 


Fifer and Crow soared into the mouth of the cave, blinking hard as their eyes 
began adjusting to the firelit passageway. The hammock skimmed the floor 
and dipped precariously into the rushing river as they crossed it. The birds 
rose to the ceiling to lift the cargo a little higher as they continued into the 
catacombs. 

“Wooo!” cried Fifer, thrown backward in the hammock as the birds 
screamed forward. “We are cruising!” 

She regained her balance and planted herself on her knees, holding on to 
the edge of the hammock. Crow did too, and they could finally see where they 
were going again. Talon and Alex were a short distance in front of them, Talon 
taking care not to scrape his big bronze wings or body in the narrow 
passageways. He held Alex around the chest, and the head mage’s robe flapped 
in the breeze. There was no one around. 

“This seems too easy,” Alex called out warily to Fifer and Crow. “Something 
feels off. Don’t let your guard down.” 

“Okay, Alex!” said Fifer. She grabbed a handful of scatterclips in one hand 
and a clay shackle component in the other. She glanced at Crow, whose jaw 
was set in a hard line. He held his slingshot and a sharp stone. 

They flew through the hallways, Alex and Talon making split-second 
decisions as they tried to decipher the symbols on the walls, choosing the 


paths that went downhill. They saw no one for many minutes. And then they 
came to an intersection. 

A group of soldiers heard and saw them coming, and they lined up across 
the hallway to stop them, swords raised. “Everyone hold on!” shouted Talon. 
He turned his body to shield Alex, made a fist with his free hand, and put his 
head down. Without slowing, Talon slammed head- and fist-first into the 
center of the lineup, sending several soldiers flying and skidding left and right. 
Alex fired off a series of backward bobbly heads, blinding highlighters, and 
shackles, which cleared a wide enough path for the birds to advance without 
being struck down. Fifer cast her components at the remaining soldiers, 
hitting two and missing one, leaving him to help his fellow soldiers back to 
their feet. 

They kept going. The soldiers charged after them but couldn't keep up. 

When Talon and Alex reached another intersection, they did the same as 
before, and the results were just as predictable. Behind them Fifer nailed all 
three of her opponents this time. They pressed forward, seeing no one again 
for a long distance. 

“I hope the others are all right,” shouted Alex. He was deeply worried about 
them, imagining that the majority of the soldiers would be stationed near the 
elevator entrance since that one seemed the most vulnerable of the three. 

When they neared a third intersection, spotting more soldiers on the run 
toward them, they heard a familiar cry. “Mewmewmew!” 

“It’s Kitten!” cried Fifer, looking around. “Where is she? Does anyone see 
her?” 

Talon reversed his wings and stopped suddenly, forgetting to warn the 
birds. The falcons screeched and veered around him, trying and failing to stop 
in time. Some of them hit Alex and others crashed into the wall, causing chaos 
in the narrow hallway. Crow and Fifer were thrown from the hammock and 
found themselves rolling and scrambling among the birds to get to their feet. 

Alex leaped out of Talon’s grasp and ran to help them. But just as Alex, 
Crow, and Fifer were upright and reaching for their weapons, the soldiers 
from the intersection reached them and began swinging their swords, 
knocking them down again. More birds squawked, others lost hold of their 
ropes, and several scattered to save their own lives. Feathers flew everywhere. 
From the ground, Alex began pelting spells expertly at the enemy like he was a 
teenager again. Fifer grabbed a handful of components as she rolled and 


dodged the swords and cast freeze spells and scatterclips, trying to protect 
Crow, who was scrambling to get away. 

Alex got up, sending a steady stream of spells at the soldiers as Talon 
plowed into a line of them. Then Talon chased after a few who were trying to 
make a run for it. With him far down the passageway, one sneaky soldier 
who'd been faking injury jumped to his feet. He slid behind Alex and grabbed 
him, holding his arms down and pressing a dagger into his back. 

Alex struggled but couldn’t free himself from the soldier’s grasp. “Fifer!” he 
yelled, trying again to get loose. 

The soldier jabbed the dagger harder into Alex’s back, making him yelp. 

Fifer turned to see what had happened. Her eyes widened. “Alex!” She took 
a step toward him, but the soldier jabbed him again. 

“Argh!” Alex cried, then tried to wrestle free. “Stay back!” 

“Fifer,” said Crow urgently. “Here!” 

Fifer stopped and turned to Crow. 

Crow, who'd been fumbling in his pockets, pulled out the heart attack 
components that Scarlet had given him. He shoved them at Fifer. “Take these!” 
he cried. “I don’t trust myself to do it right. Just say ‘heart attack’ when you 
throw one.” 

Fifer took them as Alex called out for help again. He had a wild, frightened 
look on his face that Fifer had never seen before. It scared her. But she didn’t 
dare get closer, worried that the soldier would stab Alex again. She looked at 
the heart attack components, then up at her brother. The soldier was using 
him as a shield. Could she risk trying to hit the soldier without hitting Alex 
by mistake? 

Alex had seen the exchange and heard what Crow had said. He stared at 
what Fifer held in her hand. Then he flinched and cried out in pain again as 
the soldier brought the dagger to his throat. “If the girl makes a move, you 
die,” snarled the soldier in Alex’s ear. 

But Alex had been threatened before, many times. And he wasn’t about to 
let this soldier kill any of them. “Fifer!” he yelled. “Do it! Use three!” 

Fifer froze. She’d never even used one of these before, much less the lethal 
dose of three. But the soldier was threatening her brother’s life. Cringing, she 
picked three of the heart attack components and shoved the rest in her pocket. 
Taking aim and praying to miss her brother, she wound up and, focusing on 
the soldier, let them fly. “Heart attack!” 


The components sailed through the air. Alex closed his eyes and swallowed 
hard, holding himself deathly still. All three of the little red hearts missed 
Alex. But they didn’t miss the soldier. They struck him right where Fifer had 
aimed. 

The soldier’s face paled, and an instant later his dagger slipped from his 
grasp and clattered to the ground. His body dropped next. 

Alex blew out a breath and stepped away from the soldier. A moment later 
Talon came flying back. Fifer ran to her brother. 

Shaking, Alex grabbed Fifer and hugged her hard, not letting go. She could 
feel his heart pounding. “That,” Alex said quietly near her ear, “was brilliant 
work. Brave and precise and true, just as I knew you would do it. Thank you, 
Fifer. Youve saved me.” 

Fifer’s eyes shone. She'd saved Alex’s life. And he'd trusted her to do it. He'd 
instructed her to use a lethal dose of a spell, knowing he was putting his own 
life in danger but not hesitating, believing in her to get it right. She didn’t 
have any words to say back, but her heart soared. They released their embrace, 
and smiled, and Fifer nodded. “You're welcome,” she managed to whisper. Alex 
rested his hand on her shoulder and gave it an extra-brotherly squeeze. And 
then they turned to see some of the other soldiers getting up to fight, and the 
moment was over. But Fifer knew she would never forget it. 

Kitten mewed again, and Talon located her and swept her out of the fray. 
Then he plowed into the soldiers who were getting up. 
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“Let’s keep moving!” Alex shouted, running over to Talon. 

Fifer signaled to the birds to regroup. 

In the larger space of the intersection, Shimmer and the birds flocked 
together again and straightened out the hammock, then took their ropes in 
beak and waited. Fifer laid down one last struggling soldier with a backward 
bobbly head, then grabbed Crow’s sleeve, and the two ran and dove into the 
hammock before the soldiers could revive and come after them again. 

Talon swung around with Alex and tossed Kitten to Crow, who caught her 
and set her on his shoulder. Then Talon and Alex continued forward. The 
birds took off right behind. 

Seeing that the hallway before them was clear, Alex turned his head to look 
back at Fifer. “Are you okay, Fig? That was a big spell you did.” 

Fifer smiled. Shed known it was a major one, and shed thought briefly 
before about what it would be like to use a lethal spell like that. But in the 


moment she hadn't really had time to dwell on it. She knew she could do it, 
and she needed to do it, so she did. But it dawned on her as they traveled 
through the passageway that over her lifetime, being as powerful as she was, 
and reading about the adventures in Artimé and knowing the stakes her 
brother and the others had faced in the past, this hadn't been a difficult 
decision at all. She hadn’t hesitated, and she didn’t have any regrets. She would 
do anything to save and protect her friends and family. And she wouldn't 
blink before using another lethal spell on the next enemy who threatened her 
brother. “I’m okay. Are you?” 

“I've never felt better in my life,” said Alex. “You're an excellent partner, 
and I’m so glad to be fighting alongside you.” 

“I think the same about you, Alex,” said Fifer, imagining them fighting 
many battles together and wondering with pride what Lani would write about 
her in future books. 

They exchanged a look of mutual respect and admiration. Fifer could tell 
by the expression on Alex’s face that this adventure, plus the near-death 
experience, had truly made him come alive again in every way. Here was Alex 
the hero from Lani’s books, right in front of her. Fifer’s heart soared—seeing 
him in battle for the first time that she could remember, his spirits so high. 
She loved every part of this. And he'd trusted her with his life. She was feeling 
just as euphoric as he most certainly was. 

“Mewmewmew!” cried Kitten from Crows shoulder, pointing. 
“Mewmewmew!” 

“That way?” guessed Crow. “She’s leading us to the others!” 

“Mewmewmew!” 

“Are we nearly there?” asked Fifer. 

Kitten nodded. 

“We're nearly there!” Fifer called to Alex. She looked down at Kitten. “Are 
there any more intersections with soldiers first?” 

Kitten nodded wildly. She held up her paw and extended a single tiny claw. 

“One more intersection?” Crow asked. 

Kitten smiled and nodded again. Then, her duties complete, she yawned 
and curled up in the folds of Crow’s shirt. 

“One more intersection, and then we'll be there,” Fifer called to Alex and 
Talon. 


Crow set down his slingshot, took Kitten off his shoulder and slid her into 
his pocket so she could sleep. “Well done, Kitten,” he said, and she began to 
purr. 

As they neared the next intersection, they couldn't see any soldiers. 

“Perhaps they've gone to the elevator area to fight,” Talon said, sounding 
worried. He went forward into the large space, and suddenly a group of men 
and women jumped into view. Swords slammed into the bronze man, clanging 
like a thousand ancient bells, sending him hurtling off course. Startled and 
spinning, Talon shielded Alex the best he could and tried to take the brunt of 
the swings. 

Behind them the falcons put on their air brakes, but they didn’t have 
enough time. The hammock swung wildly, which messed up Fifer’s aim, and 
she accidentally sent a clay shackles component into Alex. It pinned his arms 
to Talon so he couldn't throw. 

“Whoops, sorry!” said Fifer, starting to panic. “Release!” she called out, 
freeing him. Then she pelted the soldiers with scatterclips and blinding 
highlighters. She was starting to run out of components. As she fumbled with 
the bag to reload her pockets, a sword went flying through the air straight at 
them, knocking two falcons to the ground and continuing toward the 
hammock. Crow, who'd turned to fire off his slingshot at a soldier, didn’t see it 
coming. The sword hilt barely missed Fifer and smashed into Crow’s head. He 
slumped against Fifer, unconscious. 

Fifer shrieked his name, then kept flinging components until they were out 
of immediate danger. When she had a moment, she looked at Crow again and 
gasped. He had a lump on his head the size of a platyprot egg. “Oh no!” She 
checked him over and was relieved to see he was breathing, just knocked out. 

“Let’s push through this mess!” Talon called out. 

“Right behind you!” Fifer said, signaling to Shimmer. The birds regrouped, 
leaving their two fallen ones behind, and diligently followed Talon. 

When they finally neared the elevator passageway, they were relieved to 
hear sounds of battle—which meant the Artiméans were still alive and 
fighting. But then they saw that their team members were either wounded or 
doggedly fighting the mass of soldiers, looking like they were about to 
collapse. 

Talon landed and set Alex on the ground. Fifer jumped out of the 
hammock, leaving Crow, still unconscious, for the birds to protect. Talon 


began punching soldiers left and right, and Alex and Fifer worked as partners, 
flinging spells at the rest of them, giving the others a chance to recover and 
take a breath. They fell into a routine, as if knowing instinctively what the 
other was about to cast and working to enhance the effects. 

With Talon’s great help, finally all the soldiers in the elevator area were 
down and unmoving, and the Artiméans had a chance to fix up their wounds. 

Alex and Fifer exchanged a satisfied look. “Good work,” Alex said, giving 
her a quick side hug. 

“You too,” said Fifer, squeezing him around the waist and peering at the 
thin cut on his neck where the threatening soldier’s dagger had left its mark. 
The blood had dried by now, and the wound looked like it would heal fine on 
its own. 

“Let’s go help the others,” said Alex. “And check on Crow. He’s going to 
have quite a headache when he wakes up.” 

Fifer nodded. The faster the others were back on their feet, the sooner they 
could start their search for Thisbe. They tracked down Carina’s medical bag 
and helped to administer the healing salves to whoever still needed them. 

After a while Crow regained consciousness and left the hammock to help 
Fifer and Alex. Fifer gave him some medicine for the huge lump on his 
forehead, and soon everyone had recovered enough to continue with the quest. 

“Let’s find Thisbe,” said Alex. He quickly assigned duties pertaining to the 
new job of breaking down crypt doors. Talon led the way with Alex and Fifer 
right behind. Lani and Samheed followed. 

“We'll take care of these goons in the hallway so they don’t wake up,” said 
Carina. She and Thatcher showed Seth how to do a permanent freeze spell, 
and the three began to freeze the many soldiers in place. 

Talon went to the first crypt and knocked tentatively on the door to see 
what it was made of. “Clear the area!” he called, in case there was a person 
behind the door. Then he smashed his shoulder into it, breaking the lock and 
ripping the door off its hinges. He stumbled inside the crypt. A frightened girl 
with black eyes screamed and cowered behind some bones, but it wasn’t 
Thisbe. 

“Come out, come out,” Fifer said, running inside and waving the girl 
toward the door. “It’s okay. Do you know where Thisbe is?” 

The girl looked puzzled and shook her head, then said something in 


another language. 


Fifer shrugged helplessly. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t understand. Thiz-bee,” 
Fifer repeated, slower this time, in case the girl would at least recognize her 
sister’s name. But the girl shook her head again. 

“Let’s keep going,” said Alex, glancing around uneasily. “I don’t want to 
spend any more time down here than we have to. There may be more soldiers. 
And Td like to get out before the Revinir learns were here.” 

Talon led them to the next crypt. He smashed in the door like he’d done 
before, and this time Samheed ushered out a bewildered black-eyed boy. He 
and the girl they'd freed began talking fearfully together when they saw each 
other. They pointed to Talon, who was clearly unlike anything they'd ever seen 
before, and then at the soldiers being frozen on the floor. They started 
sneaking away. 

Lani stopped the black-eyed children and tried to convince them that they 
were safe as Talon freed another boy and two more girls. But with the 
frightening happenings and scary bronze-winged man breaking down doors, 
combined with not being able to speak their language, it was impossible. The 
five of them pushed past the Artiméans and ran through the catacombs, out of 
sight. Lani and Samheed gave up trying and let them go. 

Talon continued to the last crypt in the hallway. 

“This has got to be hers,” said Fifer, “unless Dev lied. I wouldn’t put it past 
him.” She stood on one side of the door, watching anxiously as Talon stepped 
back and prepared to break in. From the other side Alex strained to see. With 
extra exuberance, Talon smashed against the door and pushed it aside, then 
got out of the way so Alex and Fifer could be the first to enter. 

“Thisbe!” Alex called out, going a few steps inside the dark room. “Are you 
in here?” 

Fifer moved in behind him, trying to look around him and over his 
shoulder. “Thisbe!” she said. There was no reply. 

At first Alex didn’t see anyone at all—there was only a stub of a lighted 
candle near the door, its fire being drowned by wax. Imagining how scared 
Thisbe must be, he called out again. “Thisbe, it’s me, Alex. We’ve come to take 
you home.” 

He thought he saw movement off to one side, and he stepped toward it. 
“Thisbe?” he said softly. 

From out of the shadows came a horribly familiar face—it was the face that 
had plagued his nightmares for a decade. “Thisbe isn’t here anymore,” said a 


familiar voice. “But I’m glad we finally meet again.” 

Alex sucked in a sharp breath. He fumbled for a spell component. 

From behind him Fifer had heard the woman’s voice, and then, looking 
around him to see who it was, she witnessed the Revinir’s scales beginning to 
glow. She screamed, “Alex, look out!” and reached for her vest pockets. 

But they had no time to react. A long, thin spear of dragon fire shot out of 
the Revinir’s mouth, striking Alex in the center of his chest. It threw him 
violently backward, limbs flying, knocking Fifer into the hallway. Then he hit 
the floor with a crack and skidded to the doorway, the lightning-like spear 
sticking with him. Skewering his chest. 

Alex’s body came to a stop. The dragon-fire bolt faded, and the Revinir 
stared as if she couldn't believe what she’d done. 

From the hallway Fifer shot off her last two heart attack components into 
the dark crypt, but forget to yell the verbal component. She couldn’t tell if 
they hit their mark. “Help!” she called out. Blind with fear for her brother, she 
abandoned further attack and scrambled to her hands and knees over to him. 

“Alex!” Fifer shouted as Talon leaped over them, charging into the crypt. 
The Revinir slammed a dragon-fire bolt at him, too, sending him back out the 
doorway and crashing against the wall of the passageway, stunned. 

Several of the others had all grabbed spell components by now and took 
cover, peering into the crypt. 

Still stunned by what she'd done, the Revinir’s eyes widened to see so many 
of her former enemies. She took another dragon-fire shot, narrowly missing 
Lani’s forehead. 

“Fire!” Lani cried, retaliating with a spell Fifer had never seen before. But 
Lani’s wheels seemed to catch and she lost her balance and missed. 

The Revinir ducked and took a few steps back, like she was worried she 
couldn’t take all of them on. 

“Heart attack!” cried Carina, and she and several others sent a round of 
heart attack spells at the woman. 

The Revinir turned and tried to dodge the components by scrambling up 
the bone mountain. But there were too many to avoid. The components 
slammed into her, and she cringed. But then they bounced off her, causing no 
harm. They hit the ground and rolled around. 

“Carina, help!” Fifer called out. “Alex isn’t breathing!” 


The Revinir looked surprised to be still standing, and took the distraction 
as her cue to get away. As the Artiméans let go another round of heart attack 
spells, the Revinir turned and deftly climbed the pile of bones, again 
unaffected by the components. She slipped into the tunnel and disappeared. 

Lani struggled with her wheeled vehicle to get back up, but it wasn’t 
working right. Carina and the others rushed over to Fifer and the head mage. 
His face was ashen. His robe had a burned spot the size of a fist on his chest. 
Carina tried to revive him. Samheed ran for the medical kit and brought it 
back. 

“Alex,” Fifer pleaded. “Please wake up.” 

“Everyone stay back,” said Carina, sounding frantic. Finally Lani was able 
to pull herself upright, and she gently pulled Fifer next to her in the hallway so 
Carina and Samheed could work. And that’s when Lani saw what else was 
happening. The permanently frozen soldiers who lined the area were 
beginning to move. 

“Oh my,” Lani whispered. She quickly looked down at her wheels and 
noticed her contraption no longer had the magical shine it normally had. “No. 
This can’t be.” 

“What's happening?” cried Fifer, straining to see Alex’s face. 

Lani let go of her and pulled a heart attack spell out of her pocket. She 
aimed it at one of the soldiers and flung it. “Heart attack!” she cried. The 
component bounced off him, and he kept moving. Lani gasped. “Oh no!” One 
hand rose to her throat, and the other rested on the belt around her hips. She 
turned sharply and nearly fell again. “Alex! No!” 

The others of the rescue team looked up. Kaylee rushed over when she 
heard Lani gasp. Talon, who'd regained his senses after being speared with 
dragon fire, slowly got up. 

“What is it?” Samheed asked, eyes wild and fearful. 

“My wheels wont move magically anymore.” Then Lani pointed at the 
soldiers. “And look.” 

“What's happening?” Fifer asked again, her voice breaking. Seth came to 
stand by her, trying to figure out what was going on too. 

“Why didn’t the spells work?” demanded Talon. 

There was a noise at the crypt door as Carina stopped working on Alex. 
Her face was drawn. 


“There can only be one reason,” Lani told them, voice trembling. She 
started to cry. Seeing Carina’s face, she pulled herself over to Fifer and took 
the girl’s hand. “And it’s only happened once before.” 

“No,” said Samheed, as the truth came to him. “No! That’s not what this is. 
It can’t be.” 

But Lani continued, trying to steady her voice. “When the head mage of 
Artimeé dies, the magical world disappears. All the magic in it, too.” 

“What are you saying?” cried Kaylee. “Quick, Carina—give him some more 
medicine! Why are you stopping?” 

“It’s too late,” said Lani, tears streaming. “It’s too late. Don’t you see? The 
soldiers are moving. The heart attack spells don’t work. My wheels won't move 
according to my thoughts anymore. The magic—it’s already gone! See?” Blindly 
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she took out an origami dragon. “To the elevator!” she commanded it, and sent 
it flying. It dropped to the floor. 

Carina nodded. “Lani’s right. I can’t do anything for him. It’s too late. 
He’s .. . he’s gone.” 

Thatcher stared. He tried a spell too, which failed. 

Fifer was numb. Her head spun as she tried to comprehend what had 
happened. All she could do was stand and watch. Lani and Carina were telling 
the truth. It was too late. 

Fifer’s brother was gone. Alex Stowe, head mage of Artimé, was dead. 

“We have to go immediately,” said Carina in a low voice. “Before they 
realize we're weaponless. Talon? Will you . . . ?” She pointed at Alex’s body 
inside the room, closed her eyes, and lowered her head. She couldn’t finish. 

“Yes, of course.” Talon went in and picked up the mage as gently as he 
could. 

The soldiers soon began to stagger to their feet. Kaylee kept them back 
with her sword so that they couldnt regroup. The people of Artimé slipped 
down the passageway, Samheed helping Lani move quickly. The first group of 
mages got into the elevator and rose out of the catacombs. They spilled into 
the square, where a few surprised townspeople traveled on foot. There was no 
market today. In the next elevator ride, Kaylee followed with Talon, who 
carried Alex’s body. 

With Fifer too distraught to instruct the birds, Shimmer ordered them to 
retrace their flight path to the cave exit, carrying the empty hammock. Even 
with Artime’s magic gone, Fifer’s birds seemed to be unaffected. 


In the square, Talon ignored the townspeople who gaped at his strange 
bronze presence and the lifeless body in his arms, and he and Kaylee hurried 
off after the others to their meeting spot in the forest. There they found 
Simber’s body frozen in place where they'd left him, all the magic gone from 
him, too. Crow reached into his pocket and pulled Kitten out, placing her on 
Simber’s back. She didn’t move either. 

“Oh, Simber,” said Lani, shaking her head. “How will we ever tell you this 
dreadful news?” Silently she imagined Artime in chaos, but they were helpless 
to do anything without a ride across the gorge. 

“Arabis’s wings wont work,” Samheed said, beginning to calculate all the 
devastation and complications that Alex’s death had brought. “Were stuck 
here.” 

“There are other head mage robes,” Lani said quietly. “And instructions. 
Alex made sure of it years ago. Claire Morning has one somewhere.” 

“And Aaron,” said Carina. “Though he might not realize right away what 
happened.” 

“Oh, dear Aaron,” muttered Kaylee, shaking her head. “He'll be devastated. 
But he'll do anything he can—” 

“He'll be stuck on the Island of Shipwrecks,” Samheed pointed out grimly. 
“The tube won't work. So irll have to be Claire who restores Artimé.” 

Fifer and Seth stared wide-eyed, trying to follow the strange conversation, 
unable to understand the depth of what had just happened. All Fifer knew was 
that her brother Alex, whom she was just coming to understand and really 
enjoy, was dead. Dead! How could it be? She'd saved his life once that day, but 
he had died anyway. It felt so wrong. It was completely bewildering. The word 
“dead” echoed in her mind. She was too stunned to cry, or maybe just too 
numb to feel the tears. 

Crow blew out a breath, recollecting what the world had been like when 
the last head mage had died. It was just a short time after he and Sky had 
arrived in Artime. He exchanged a devastated glance with Carina, who was 
the only other one of them who'd been present in Artimé when it had 
happened. “It can’t possibly be as bad this time as it was back then,” he said, 
wanting desperately to believe it. “Can it?” 

Carina pursed her lips, not knowing the answer. 

“How long do you think itll take to get the magic back?” Seth asked 
nervously. “Days?” 


“Not that long,” said Samheed firmly, but his face was troubled. “A few 
hours, don’t you think, Lani?” 

“If all goes perfectly,” said Lani. “If Claire has the robe.” 

“And the spell,” added Crow. 

“Yes. The spell,” said Samheed. 

“We will make it through this,” said Carina firmly. “We always have.” 

“Let’s hope for that,” said Kaylee through silent tears. She rested her hand 
on Simber’s frozen neck and stroked it. Then she petted Kitten’s cold porcelain 
back with her fingertip. “Hope is all we have.” 

After a silent moment, a faint sound of trumpets came from far off. 

Talon lay the head mage’s body on the forest floor. Crow stood beside him, 
all of the memories of those early days in Artimé hitting him hard. He looked 
down at Alex’s body and the burn hole in his robe, centered on his chest. In 
tribute Crow raised his fist to his own chest and tapped it, a symbol of 
solidarity that Alex had begun using in the darkest days. Then Crow opened 
his lips to speak the line that went with it but couldn’t get the words out. So 
he said them in his heart. I am with you. 

Carina covered Alex’s body with a blanket. And they all gathered around to 
mourn their beloved leader. Their friend and brother. 

There was nothing else they could do. 





What Hope Sounds Like 


When Thisbe woke up to the distant bleat of trumpets, it was dark—she and 
Rohan had slept the day away. Her body ached, and her stomach twisted in 
pain. Shed dreamed she was back home eating something delicious that the 
chefs had prepared. It was such a real dream that she could almost smell the 
food. She poked Rohan awake. 

He groaned and lay there a moment. Then he eased up to sitting. 
“Everything hurts.” 

“Yes. But we made it.” 

Rohan nodded. “We really did.” The horns sounded again from a long way 
away. His eyes widened, and he sat up. “Do you hear that?” 

“Yes. What is it?” 

“It's... it's the king’s call to arms. Or at least that’s how I’ve always 
imagined it would sound. If it continues all evening, we'll know for sure it is.” 

Thisbe gave him a solemn look. “What does it mean?” 

“It means the king is calling the people of Grimere to join his army and 
fight for the kingdom. I knew it was inevitable, especially after the Revinir’s 
soldiers killed the princess. She was his only heir, and he’s got to be sick over 
her death. But even sicker worrying about the kingdom falling into the wrong 
hands once he’s gone, now that there’s no offspring to take the throne.” 


“So... this is the war?” said Thisbe, alarmed. “It’s happening? Like, now?” 

“Not yet. He’s sounding the trumpets to see how many will come to his side 
to fight against the Revinir. He'll want to train them and organize first.” 

“Oh.” Thisbe relaxed a little. The thought of being stuck in the middle of a 
war the day after their escape was not at all appealing. She looked at her 
fingertips, which were still red and blistered from yesterday’s battle. She 
pointed her forefinger at a dead leaf and let out a spark, setting it on fire. She 
grimaced in pain. The magic made her finger hurt more. She’d want to wait a 
few days at least to heal before doing that again. Thisbe put out the tiny fire, 
then went to get some water from the lake. 

Rohan wrapped his arms around his knees and remained in his spot, deep 
in thought and brooding with the trumpets. Eventually the call to arms 
ceased, and the silence was overtaken by crickets chirping. 

Thisbe returned with a fresh green palm leaf that she'd rolled into a cone 
and scooped water into. She offered it to Rohan. 

“Thanks.” He took it gratefully and drank. “What's that smell?” he asked. He 
snifted the air. 

“Something cooking? I thought I was imagining it. Maybe it’s coming from 
the catacombs.” Thisbe pushed the brush aside and peered out. She could see a 
faint glow of candlelight coming from the circular opening to the catacombs 
high above them. 

“Weve never consumed anything in the crypts that smells this delicious,” 
said Rohan. He slapped at a bug, then peered at it curiously, like he might be 
tempted to eat it. He sniffed again and looked around. “There’s smoke over 
there along the shore. A fire. Someone’s camping out.” 

Normally Thisbe wouldn’t consider approaching anyone when trying to 
hide from everyone. But she was growing delirious with hunger. They had no 
fishing equipment, and she didn’t trust the unfamiliar plants enough to try 
eating them—the grandfathers had taught her they could be poisonous. “Let's 
see if we can beg for some food.” 

Rohan looked skeptical, but he was starving too. “Do you think people are 
looking for us? What if this master chef vagabond notices our eyes? We're 
nowhere near safe, you know.” 

“You're right.” Thisbe hadn't really thought much farther than escaping the 
catacombs and getting to the ground. Now they were faced with a whole new 
set of problems. “I'll pretend to be a beggar and see if I can get at least a little 


food until we can figure something out. Give me your shirt—I'll wear it like a 
scarf and cover my eyes and face a little.” 

Rohan was hungry enough to agree. He took off his shirt, and Thisbe folded 
it and wrapped it around her head. “Shall I come with you?” he asked. 

“Are you an actor?” asked Thisbe. 

“Me? No. Why?” 

“Tm an actor,” Thisbe said. “I know what I’m doing. I've had a lot of 
training. I can play the part of a beggar and nobody will ever recognize me 
again. Plus, in case people were alerted to the two of us having escaped, they 
won't suspect as much if it’s just me.” 

Rohan thought about it and agreed. “Just hurry before they eat all the food 
without us.” He grinned weakly. “Be careful. Sneak up and make sure it’s not a 
bunch of soldiers first.” 

“I will.” The call to arms sounded again, as Rohan had predicted, and Thisbe 
and Rohan looked at each other uneasily. Then Thisbe slipped as quietly as 
possible out of the brush and went toward the smoke and the smell. 

She stayed along the lake near the steep rocky hillside, and eventually she 
saw where the smoke was coming from. There was a fire burning in a small 
cave. Over the fire was a makeshift spit made from sticks and thin, scorched 
vines, and on the spit was a big open-mouthed fish speared from throat to tail. 
Thisbe didn’t see anyone there tending it. She crept closer. Maybe she could 
steal it without having to beg. 

Staying in the shadows of the rock wall, Thisbe drew near to the opening, 
the delicious smell making her mouth water. Slowly she peered inside the cave. 
No one was there. Crazy with hunger, Thisbe crept forward. She glanced over 
her shoulder into the dark evening. Seeing no one, she went up to the fire and 
touch-tested the stick that speared the fish, trying to figure out how to pick it 
up without burning her already scorched fingers. Remembering Rohan’s shirt, 
she quickly unwrapped it from her head and used it like a hot pad, lifting the 
stick from one end. It was heavy. She hoisted it up and turned carefully, feeling 
a huge rush of adrenaline. She had to get out of there. 

She heard a crackle of footsteps, and her heart stopped. She moved away 
from the light, stumbling in her haste. Before she could disappear into the 
darkness, a woman’s angry voice called out. “Stop! You thief! Bring that back 
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here right now 


Thisbe froze when she heard the footsteps coming swiftly toward her. Weak 
and carrying a huge fish, there was no way Thisbe could outrun anybody. She 
turned sharply to see someone coming at her, looking fierce. Thisbe didn’t 
know what to do—if she tried to run, the woman could follow her, and she 
didn’t want that. She and Rohan needed to stay hidden. And she didn’t want 
to drop the precious food. Maybe if she begged, the woman would feel sorry 
for her. 

The woman stopped in the shadows at the edge of the fire. “Come here this 
instant with my fish!” 

Thisbe took a few steps toward her and hung her head to keep her eyes 
hidden. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “’'m—I’m just very hungry.” She held out 
the stick with the fish and stepped to the fire to put it back in place. “I don’t 
suppose you can spare a few bites for me and my... uh...” She thought 
quickly, trying to sound more pitiable. “My sick mother?” 

Thisbe could feel the woman’s stare nearly boring a hole through her head, 
but she didn’t dare look up and risk capture. Finally the woman took a step 
closer. 

Thisbe took a step backward and contemplated running for it. 

“Wait,” said the woman, less angry now. “Don’t run.” For an instant, Thisbe 
thought the voice sounded familiar. Was it one of the soldiers out of uniform? 
Someone else from the market or the prison? Or was Thisbe just out of her 
mind with hunger? 

The woman knelt, trying to get a better look at the skinny, ragged thief in 
front of her, and then she sucked in a breath. “Thisbe?” she whispered. “Can it 
be?” 

Thisbe’s heart throttled. Despite her vow to keep her eyes hidden, she 
looked up. Her lips parted in shock, and her breath caught in her throat. She 
blinked and looked again, fearing a mistake due to her altered state of mind. 
But no—her eyes weren't playing tricks on her. A rush of hope surged inside 
her chest for the first time since her capture, and a gasp escaped. Someone 
from Artimeé had come to rescue her after all. 


“Sky,” she whispered on a breath. “Oh, Sky. It’s really you.” 
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The Gray Shack 


When the world of Artimé turned gray, Henry Haluki knew that Alex 
was dead. 

The medicinal herbs hed been picking turned to weeds in his 
hands, and the ground beneath his knees became hard and cracked. 
The enormous mansion swirled and disappeared, leaving a small 
shack in its place. Hundreds of Artiméans who'd been inside the 
mansion spilled out of the shack’s doorway and burst through its 
windows, trying to keep from being crushed. The walls strained and 
bulged as if they were about to explode. 

Henry stared for an instant, trying to comprehend what was 
happening, and then he dropped the weeds and ran toward the chaos 
to help. As he went, he realized that his hospital ward and everything 
in it would have disappeared along with the mansion. He reached 
into his healer’s coat pockets to see what medicines he carried with 
him, but those magical products had vanished too. His heart sank. 

Cries and shouts rose from all over the property. It was impossible 
to know where to start helping. Henry looked around frantically as it 
dawned on him that his and Thatcher’s adopted young Unwanteds 


were probably somewhere in the disaster. His breath caught as he 


thought about how scared everyone must be. With Alex gone, he had 
to step up. 

With Alex gone. Not just away. Gone. For good. 

A sharp pain speared through Henry. He slowed and stumbled 
forward, crumpling into the agony of the realization. A horrendous 
sob exploded from him, the sound of it lost in the chaotic din. 
Alexander Stowe, head mage of Artimé, is dead. Henry clutched his chest 
and tried to breathe, blinking the tears away. Then he got up and 
pushed through the growing crowd around the shack. He had to keep 
going. 

“Henry! Over here!” Sean Ranger was inside, holding his young 
son out the broken window and looking frantic. “Can you take 
Lukas? I can’t find Ava!” 

Henry rushed up and took the boy. Sean used his sleeve to clear 
out the rest of the glass, then helped a few others get through the 
window. He disappeared into the shack to look for his daughter. 

“Go on,’ a man by the window said to Henry. “Move out of the 
way so we can get more people out.” 

Overwhelmed, Henry hurried away from the disaster with Lukas. 
The five-year-old was crying. He was missing a shoe, and he had a 
bruise turning purple on his arm and one on his cheek. A thin trickle 
of blood ran down his leg. Henry set the boy down and examined 
him. Finding his injuries to be minor, he tried soothing him. 
“There,” said Henry, distracted and looking anxiously for his teens to 
surface from the stampede. “It’s going to be okay.” With relief, Henry 
spotted one of his and Thatcher’s recently adopted girls, Clementi 
Okafor, at another window helping others out. Her natural spiral 


curls had a layer of gray dust on them, and her black skin shone with 


sweat. Henry caught sight of Clementi’s brother Ibrahim, from the 
same purge group of Unwanteds, assisting her from the inside. 
“Thank goodness,” Henry murmured. Hopefully the rest were close 
by. 

Lukas sniffled, drawing Henry’s attention back. “Where’s Ava?” 
asked the boy. “I want my dad.” 

“She’s ... Shell be coming any minute. Your dad is going after 
her. It’s just a little shack, so it shouldn’t be too hard. They’ll find us 
out here.” 

“Everybody fell on each other,” said Lukas tearfully. “I got hit in 
the face.” 

Henry sucked in a breath, imagining what it must have been like 
to have the entire population of Artimé, on multiple floors and in a 
variety of additional magical rooms that took up no space, suddenly 
and entirely converge in the single gray shack when the mansion 
disappeared. He kept seeing more and more people struggling to get 
out. With other Artiméans rushing forward to help at the exits, there 
wasn’t much Henry could do at the moment but stare and feel the 
horror he’d felt when he was ten years old—the first time Artimé had 
disappeared and Alex had taken him under his wing. 

Alex is dead. 

The reminder hit him like a sucker punch to the gut. It repeated 
over and over in his thoughts. He tried to rationalize—tried to come 
up with reasons why it couldn’t be so. Maybe Alex had just gotten 
too far away from home and had moved outside of his magely range, 
assuming there was one. Silently Henry counted the days since Alex 
and Thatcher and the rest of the rescue team had left, and he knew 


Alex would have been in the land of the dragons for a while. So it 


didn’t seem likely that hed somehow be out of range now if he 
hadn’t been yesterday. 

Alex. Is dead. 

Sean came running over to them, bloodied and battered, with six- 
year-old Ava in his arms. She seemed to be okay, with just a few cuts 
and scratches on her arms and one of her legs. Henry checked her 
injuries and made sure she was all right. Then he looked up at Sean 
with dread, not sure what to say in front of the children. 

Sean held Henry’s gaze for a moment, then shook his head 
sorrowfully. “He’s ... gone. He’s got to be.” 

Henry swallowed hard. Hearing Sean say it made it seem real. 
Permanent. Sorrow enveloped him. But fear did too. If Alex was 
dead... what about Thatcher? And Lani? And Carina and the others 
on the rescue team? Were they dead too? He pushed the horror of 
that thought aside and nodded. “We need to get to Aaron—bring him 
over here right away. He knows the spell. He has an extra robe.” 

“Henry, said Sean, “we can’t get to him. The tubes are gone. We'd 
have to take a ship. It’ll take days.” 

“Can’t we send a seek spell—” Henry cut himself off, annoyed and 
disheartened. “Sorry. Of course not.” He thought for a moment as his 
anxiety built. “Who else knows what to do?” 

Sean looked up. “Claire Morning does. She has a robe. She’s 
familiar with the spell, too.” 

“Is she in Artimé?” Henry’s eyes swept the area. 

“T don’t think she came today.” 

“Let’s go to Quill and find her, then.” Henry glanced back at the 
chaos surrounding the shack, confirming that, like Sean’s and his 


kids, most peoples wounds were superficial. His adopted 


Unwanteds would be all right—they'd been through worse. And 
there were people helping at all the exits. He spotted a few of the 
nurses assisting the injured, but without medicine or the hospital 
ward, they couldn’t do much. 

Neither could Henry. “Hang on a minute,” he told Sean. He ran 
over to one of the nurses to explain where he was going and put her 
in charge while he was gone. “Keep an eye out for the rest of my kids, 
will you?” he asked. “Clementi and Ibrahim are there by the east 
window, but they’re the only ones I’ve seen emerge so far.” 

“Of course,” said the nurse, knowing it was more important for 
Henry to go after Claire so they could get the magic back as quickly 
as possible. Before chaos turned to disaster. 

Sean and Henry each took a child on their backs and turned 
toward Quill, where Claire Morning now lived. At the sight of the 
larger part of the island, they both gasped, because they'd forgotten 
something else. 

Quill was gone too. Everything there looked even worse than in 
Artimé. It was nothing but old burned land and sooty rubble. And 


angry, nonmagical Quillens were coming toward them in droves. 





The Time Before 


lt had happened once before, when Henry was ten. Hours after Mr. 
Marcus Today, the first head mage and creator of the magical world, 
had been killed and Artimé had vanished, Henry’s mother had died 
of injuries sustained in a skirmish with the Restorers of Quill. 
Henry’s sister, Lani, had been taken captive on Warbler Island, 
leaving Henry with his grieving father, Gunnar, who was also trying 
to regain control of Quill. 

The mess of problems that had surrounded Henry in those awful 
days had left a permanent, invisible bruise on his soul. He’d clung to 
Alex as a shadowy helper. Fetching him cups of water or a bit of 
broth if he could get some. Trying to come to grips with his losses 
when everyone else was feeling losses too. Comfort had been scarce. 
Artimé had seen its worst in the way people treated one another. 

It had taken weeks for Alex to decipher the strange spell that Mr. 
Today had magically sent to the boy’s pocket in the moment before 
hed died. Sky had helped Alex—the world might still be gone if it 
hadn’t been for her. People had turned desperate. Water and food 


had been nearly nonexistent. But they had survived ... most of them 
anyway. 


» » » 


With Ava and Lukas on their backs, Henry and Sean forged a path 
through the increasing crowd of upset Quillens. The people of Quill 
were not magical, but the world they lived in was. When Quill had 
been destroyed by fire, Alex had come to the aid of the contentious 
neighbors, pushing the boundaries of Artimé’s magical world to 
cover the soot and burned-out buildings and whatever else had been 
left. Hed created magical houses and workplaces and fields and even 
a lighthouse for them, and the people of Quill had accepted these 
things begrudgingly, having no other choice. They'd been tiresome 
and grumpy neighbors, but peaceful since then. Most of the 
Artiméans had at least a few family members there. But Quill’s focus 
on what was important strayed far from Artime’s, and the two places, 
despite sharing an island, were still quite opposite. 

As they traveled, Sean and Henry scanned the crowds for signs of 
Claire, hoping she was already on her way to Artimé. The shock they 
both felt was numbing. Henry could hardly fathom what had 
happened. All he wanted was for the magic to be restored as quickly 
as possible so he could send a seek spell to Thatcher. If he got one in 
return ... well, it would mean at least they weren't all dead. Henry’s 
throat caught. The desperate need to know if Thatcher and the 
others were alive was all consuming. He had to shove it down and get 
through this. 

Sean felt the same way about Carina and Seth. “At least we were 
more prepared this time,” he said. “I just can’t believe...” He choked 
on the words, then kept going. “I can’t believe Alex is... gone.” He 
glanced up at Ava on Henry’s back, not wanting to say anything to 


scare the young ones even more than they already were, especially 


since no one was 100 percent certain that Alex was dead. But Ava 
wasn't paying attention. Rather, she was looking around in wonder 
and fear at the desolate burned-out mess of land that used to be 
Quill. She'd never seen it like this before. 

It was slow going, pushing upstream the whole way. After an hour 
or more they came to a huge gathering of angry Quillens blocking 
the path, demanding to have their houses back. At the center of the 
gathering, hundreds of feet away, was Gunnar Haluki, Henry’s father, 
looking frazzled. Beside him was Claire Morning, the musical 
instructor, raising her voice in a way she'd told many singers to avoid 
doing in order to protect their vocal folds. But now she was forced to 
do whatever it took to be heard. 

“You must let me through!” Claire insisted. “I can’t help you 
unless you let me get to Artimé! I need to talk to the people there. 
Please make way!” 

The crowd around her grumbled louder. 

Henry touched Sean’s shoulder. “I'll go help them.” He carefully 
lifted Ava off his shoulders and handed her to Sean so she wouldn't 
get stepped on. Then he shouted with authority, “Coming through! 
Move it! Look out!” which was uncharacteristic of him, but as it was 
a new distraction, it worked. He pushed people aside, row after row 
all the way to the center, and caught his father’s eye. Gunnar looked 
relieved to see him. 

Henry reached Claire first and took her hand, then beckoned for 
his father to come and grabbed his hand as well so they wouldn't get 
separated. They weaved through the crowd until they found Sean. 
Sean quickly herded them out ahead of the mob toward Artimé. 
Henry took Ava back onto his shoulders as they went. 


“Thank you,’ Gunnar said, glancing behind him. They began to 
pick up speed to stay ahead of the others. “They weren’t quite 
grasping the fact that things can’t be restored without Claire going 
into Artimé.” Then he looked at Henry. “What news do you have?” 

“None,” said Henry. “We can only assume Alex is dead.” 

Gunnar Haluki looked pained, and he closed his eyes 
momentarily, then shook his head. “Of course, we thought as much. 
But it’s... It’s hard to hear that.” 

“Its terrible,’ Claire said. Her face was smudged with soot, and 
her cheeks had tear tracks running down them. “No word from 
anyone?” 

Henry shook his head. 

“Do you have the robe?” asked Sean, looking anxious. Claire 
wasn't carrying it. 

“Not yet. I don’t keep it in our house in Quill, since it would 
disappear with the world the moment Id need it.” 

“Well, that’s brilliant of you,” said Sean. “Where is it?” 

“It’s inside the gray shack along with the clue and the miniature 
model of the mansion. Those were the three items that Alex used to 
bring the world back the first time. If all goes as I planned, I'll find 
the things in the little cupboard in the kitchen.” She hesitated. “I 
hope everything’s still in place after all these years. I’ve been 
meaning to go to the gray shack in the Museum of Large to check on 
the items once Alex left, but I’m afraid I haven’t done it.” 

“Hopefully everyone will have emptied out of there by the time we 
return,’ said Henry. “There were hundreds of people inside the 
mansion when it happened. It was a disaster, all of them falling on 


top of one another from all locations—the living spaces, theater, 


lounge, dining room. The upstairs on top of down, I imagine—all 
squished into that tiny space. They were breaking windows to get 
out.” 

“Oh dear,” said Claire. “That’s horrible.” 

“It was frightening,” Sean said. He glanced at his daughter and 
son, but they appeared to be handling their fear. They rode quietly on 
his and Henry’s shoulders, sometimes pointing and talking with each 
other about the strange sights they were seeing. 

Their little group went faster, but the way became more difficult 
the closer they got. People began chanting “Bring back Quill!” as 
they converged into the area that, with magic, would expand into 
beautiful Artimé. Without magic, it was a small plot of land, and 
there was little room to move. 

“Let us through!” Henry called out. “We can fix this, but we need 
to get to the shack!” 

Sean began hollering too, though it was hard for anyone to be 
heard. They lost Gunnar Haluki somewhere along the way, but Claire 
pushed on with Henry and Sean. They had to squeeze and weave 
through the people who were packed all the way to the seashore. 

Then Henry stopped and grabbed Sean’s arm. He beckoned to 
Claire and then pointed to the gray shack .. . or what was left of it. 
Only one wall remained standing. The roof had collapsed. The rest of 
the little house had apparently exploded due to all the people inside. 

“Oh no,” Henry muttered, looking at the others in alarm. “It’s in 
shambles. Now what’ll we do?” 

“Come on,” said Sean. “Link arms so we don’t get separated. 
Children, hold on tight!” 


Sean led the way with one elbow, shoving roughly to clear a path 
to the shack. The others plowed after him, fearing the worst. Would 
people be crushed under the debris? When they finally reached the 
area, they could see that the exterior walls of the shack had collapsed 
outward and lay flat, so if anyone had been in the way, they would 
have been pulled to safety by now. 

Henry spotted the nurse he'd spoken to earlier and saw Clementi 
and Ibrahim and the other four of his wards present with them. He 
breathed a sigh of relief, then turned to look at the mess before them. 

The interior of the shack was almost completely torn apart. 
Shredded. 

“This is not good,” Claire muttered. She pushed her way over to 
where the kitchen cupboards should have been, but there was 
nothing left except piles of splintered wood, broken shelves, and 
shattered glass. 

“The robe has got to be here somewhere,” she said as Henry and 
Sean caught up to her. She looked frantically around people’s feet. 
“Maybe it’s buried under the collapsed walls.” Exasperated, she put 
her fingers in her mouth and emitted a sharp whistle, startling those 
nearby into silence. Then she put her hands in the air and shouted, 


1? 


“Attention, everyone! We need to clear this area. Now 





A Fish and a Fire 


Thisbe Stowe and Sky from Warbler, both bedraggled, stared at each 
other for a split second in the cave’s firelight. Then they threw 
themselves together in a huge, long embrace. 

“You came for me!” Thisbe exclaimed. 

“You found me!” said Sky. They danced in front of the fire 
together, and then Sky pulled back to look at the girl. “How did you 
know Id be here?” 

“I should ask you the same question!” said Thisbe. She looked 
around. “Where’s everybody else?” There were a few makeshift 
supplies, nothing more. 

“I haven’t seen them yet—did Alex come with you?” 

Thisbe blinked, and her grin fell away. “What? Is he here?” 

“I assume you'd know better than me,” said Sky with an unsettled 
laugh. Something clearly was being misunderstood here, but she 
couldn't figure out what. She thought back to when she'd last seen 
Simber, Carina, and Thatcher at the Island of Fire, on their way to 
get Fifer, Thisbe, and Seth, who’d run off to help the dragons. But 
that was a long time ago, before she’d been sucked into the volcanic 


island. Surely Thisbe had been rescued by now. “Wait a minute— 


have you been in the land of the dragons this whole time? Since 
Simber and the others went chasing after you?” 

Thisbe gave a confused look. “Of course. Where else would I be? I 
just escaped the catacombs this morning. I haven’t seen anyone from 
home since before the Revinir captured me.’ She paused, still not 
quite understanding. “Is Fifer okay? Did she survive? Who else came 
with you?” 

Sky’s face wrinkled up. “I’m extremely confused.” 

“So am I,” said Thisbe. “Didn’t you come here to rescue me?” 

“Me? To rescue you? No. I figured Simber and Thatcher and 
Carina would have found you by now. They'd stopped to tell me they 
were going after you... . It was weeks and weeks ago, before the 
Island of Fire swallowed me up.” 

“Before ...” Thisbe stared at Sky, the love of her brother Alex’s 
life. She tried to understand the strange conversation, but she had no 
idea what Sky was talking about. “The Island of Fire . . . swallowed 
you up?” 

“Yes,” said Sky. “I arrived here all alone. I—I didn’t know you’d 
been captured.” She paused, looking consternated, then continued. “I 
wasn’t even sure where I was, or the name of this land, until the 
other day when I ventured into the marketplace and listened to some 
of the townspeople who were speaking our language. I’d assumed 
you and Fifer had been rescued weeks ago. And that you and Alex 
and the others had figured out the volcano connection ... and came 
looking for me.” 

“The volcano connection?” Thisbe asked, even more puzzled. 
“What are you talking about? You mean the one in the crater lake 


over there?” She pointed to the center of the lake. 


“Yes, exactly!” 

“T still don’t get it.” 

Sky’s expression became strained. Smelling food burning, she 
looked at the fire to check her fish and saw that it was beginning to 
char. Quickly she removed it from the spit and set it aside. “It’s a 
long story. Do you want to eat something first?” Suddenly Sky 
remembered how Thisbe had nearly stolen her fish. “And what was 
that lie about getting food for your sick mother? Your mother died 
when you were a baby!” 

Thisbe’s lips parted; then heat flooded her face. The lie had come 
so naturally. The Revinir must be right about her being more evil 
than good, no matter what Rohan had told her. “I’ve been through 
some tough times,” Thisbe said in a soft voice. She grimaced as the 
memories of the Revinir forcing her to drink the broths flashed 
through her mind. The horror she’d felt as dragon scales erupted 
from her arms and legs after the dragon-bone broth. And the shock 
of the strange images that had blinded her after the ancestor broth. 
Absently Thisbe pulled her sleeves down over the scales—she didn’t 
feel like explaining those quite yet. 

The small movement made her groan in pain. Her limbs were 
weak, her muscles sore from escaping the catacombs. Her stomach 
ached with hunger. But she remembered Rohan back in their camp 
area and knew he'd be worried if she stayed away too long. “I have a 
friend who escaped with me. He’s hiding over there in the brush. 
May I... invite him to eat something too?” 

“Of course,” said Sky, eyeing the girl with concern. “I was only 
teasing about your little fib. You can move your things into my cave. 


There’s room for three, and the fire keeps the bugs away.” 


“Thanks.” Thisbe didn’t bother to explain that they didn’t really 
have any “things” other than their bone harnesses and the clothes on 
their backs. She squeezed Sky’s arm. “It’s amazing to see you. You 
have no idea.” 

“And you,” Sky said, heartfelt. 

Thisbe ran off to get Rohan while Sky wiped the dust off two large 
pieces of bark, which she’d collected and used as plates over the past 
weeks. When she heard the two coming toward the cave, she broke 
into the fish with a stick and portioned it out onto the bark. 

Thisbe introduced the two. “Rohan is from here in Grimere,” she 
explained. “He was one of the black-eyed slaves with me inside the 
catacombs.” 

“Im so sorry you were imprisoned,’ Sky said. “Tm glad you 
escaped.” 

“Thank you,” said Rohan, bowing his head slightly. “I’m happy to 
meet you. And to learn more about how you got here.” Thisbe had 
given Rohan a hurried explanation of who Sky was as they ran to the 
cave, but he was not quite sure he understood what she was doing 
here, if not to rescue Thisbe. 

“I think we're all a little confused,” said Sky. She handed Rohan 
and Thisbe plates of steaming fish. 

As they ate, Thisbe explained that Simber had indeed arrived and 
had tried rescuing her and Fifer, but he’d hit the invisible glass and 
hurt Fifer. Hed managed to collect her, but before he could come 
back for Thisbe, the Revinir’s soldiers had snatched her up. She’d 
been forced to work underground in the catacombs for the long- 
fingernailed woman all this time. “I thought Simber would come 
back for me,” Thisbe said quietly. “Even once I heard that they'd left 


the land of the dragons and headed home to get Fifer to safety, I 
expected him to come back. But no one ever did.” She paused as tears 
sprang to her eyes. “That’s why I thought you were part of some sort 
of rescue team.” She stared blearily into the fire for a moment, then 
set her bark plate down. “I thought you'd finally come for me. But 
that’s not it at all, is it?” 

“No. I’m sorry.” Sky watched Thisbe, her compassion evident. 
“But at least we’re together now,” she said quietly. 

Thisbe pulled her gaze away from the mesmerizing flames. “Yes. 
At least there’s that. Though it sounds like we’re still stuck here.” She 
was quiet for a moment. She and Rohan accepted another serving of 
fish. Then Thisbe glanced at Sky. “What happened to you?” 

Sky stoked the fire and sat down with a sigh. “About a week or so 
after Simber, Carina, and Thatcher stopped by, I was out working on 
the Island of Fire. Just minding my own business as usual, trying to 
figure out how and why the volcano rises and plunges the way it 
does.” Like Thisbe had done, she stared into the fire as she spoke, 
her eyes reliving the experience. “With almost no warning, the island 
began to go down. I dove for the white boat but couldn't get it 
started in time. Scarlet was in the skiff a safe distance away—too far 
to help. The island sank, and the boat and I were sucked with the sea 
into the mouth of the volcano.” 

Thisbe and Rohan stared. “Then what happened?” Thisbe asked. 
“How did you not drown?” 

“The water poured on top of me like a huge, heavy weight,” said 
Sky. “I got separated from the boat. I thought I was going to die. I 
held my breath as long as I could, but when I finally had to gasp for 


air, I discovered I could breathe. Only shallowly, and it was very 


uncomfortable, but there was some sort of protection ...a bubble or 
something around me. It was too difficult to move my chest because 
of the intense pressure. I felt like I was moving at an extremely high 
speed, but I didn’t have any way to gauge that. Everything went black 
for a moment. Then I could see a circle of light in front of me. It was 
like a pinprick at first, but it grew larger the closer I got. So I sort 
of ... aimed for it, I guess, by pointing my head toward the light. 
Seconds later I was shooting up through the circle and exploding out 
of that volcano right over there inside a giant ball of water.” 

“Are you serious?” Thisbe exclaimed, while Rohan remained 
dumbstruck. “Did the boat come out too?” 

“No—that’s one confusing part I still don’t understand. The boat 
didn’t come out with me. It... it kept going. I guess. I don’t know. I 
didn’t see it.” 

“How can that be? Where did it go?” 

“I don’t know,’ Sky said again. “But I’ve had a lot of time to think 
about this out here all alone. And I wonder ... ,” said Sky, her voice 
measured, “I wonder if there might be other volcano islands out 
there, connected to this . . . network. Or whatever. So maybe the 
white boat ended up going through one of them into some other 
world.” 

“Some other world?” Thisbe asked, incredulous. “How many 
worlds do you think there are?” 

Sky shrugged. “No idea. It’s just a guess. But clearly there’s a 
system that none of us knew about, though if we'd just thought a 
little more, we might have come up with it.” 

“How?” asked Thisbe. 


“Do you remember that pirates from our world used to travel 
somewhere to sell the sea creatures they'd captured? That’s why Pan 
wanted to send her young dragons away in the first place, because 
they were in grave danger. But we didn’t know where she'd sent 
them, or how they'd gotten there. It’s all starting to make sense.” 

Thisbe was silent, trying to understand. 

“Pardon me,’ said Rohan, a puzzled look on his face. “You 
mentioned that you flew out of the mouth of the volcano when it 
surfaced. Were you thrown clear of the volcano itself?” 

“Yes, luckily.” 

“You must have hit the water with tremendous force. How did you 
survive?” 

“Well,” said Sky with a shaky laugh, “that’s another mystery. I 
managed a deep breath before hitting the surface of the lake, so I 
wasn’t worried about drowning, but I landed so hard I knocked 
myself out.” 

“How did you swim to shore?” Thisbe asked. 

Sky gave the two a solemn look. “I didn’t. I think 
something ... helped me.” 

“Some... thing?” asked Thisbe. “Like what?” 

“When I opened my eyes, I was lying on the shore, and there were 
large footprints in the wet sand next to me. They weren’t human. 
They were webbed.” 

“Webbed?” said Thisbe. “Like a duck?” 

“No-o-o,” said Sky slowly. “Much bigger.” She hesitated, like she 
couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “They reminded me of 
the footprints that our own dear Issie the sea monster makes when 


she comes to Artimé for a visit.” 





A Familiar Face 


lifer Stowe and the others on the rescue team had failed to find 
Fifer’s twin, Thisbe. Now they were in a strange forest far away from 
home, injured, exhausted, and digging a grave so they could bury 
Alex Stowe, their head mage. Their brother. Their friend. The evil 
Revinir, once known as Queen Eagala of Warbler, had surprised them 
in the catacombs and struck him down with a lethal spear of dragon 
fire through his heart. 

While Talon, the bronze giant, took over the grave digging, Lani 
Haluki and her husband, Samheed Burkesh, clung to each other 
looking shell-shocked. Alex had been one of their dearest friends for 
more than half their lives, ever since they were first declared 
Unwanted and purged from Quill. They'd been through so much 
together. They'd fought together, found love together; they'd even 
lost their faithful friend Meghan Ranger together. 

The remaining three had forged stronger bonds in adulthood. 
There were few people who'd understood Alex better than Lani and 
Samheed. There were few people Alex had trusted more than them. 


The friends were in the prime of their lives! They had so much ahead 


of them! But in one horrible instant, Alex was gone. It felt like a 
nightmare. 

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Lani whispered. Samheed 
squeezed her hand like he was holding on for dear life. He couldn't 
speak. Tears streamed down his cheeks. 

A step away from Lani, Fifer was numb and silent. Her 
relationship with her brother Alex had been rocky. But in the past 
days he’d become so much more than the stern, slightly distant, rule- 
enforcing figure shed known all her life. Hed changed himself and 
in the process had come to see and accept Fifer as a full-fledged 
mage—and a good one, at that. Hed become her partner in this 
quest. Her teammate. Her friend. Hed found trust in her, and she in 
him. And their relationship had just begun to bloom. They’d worked 
well together—imagine that!—and had talked about the future. Fifer 
had grown to love him more than she could have expressed. And 
she’d wanted to start making up for all the years they'd butted heads. 

But now he was dead, and Fifer didn’t know what to do. There was 
a fresh new hole in her heart, right next to the one for Thisbe. Fifer 
wasn’t sure if her heart had room for any more. She wasn’t used to 
this—wasn’t used to losing anyone. The jolt of these losses hit like a 
hurricane. Her life had been completely upended over the course of 
months, and she'd been thrust into a nightmare... arguably one of 
her own making. A wave of guilt washed over her. She closed her 
eyes for a moment to try to withstand it. 

And the chances of rescuing Thisbe had just plummeted. She was 
still being held captive somewhere in the catacombs. But the rescue 
group’s magical components were useless. Alex’s death had broken 


Artimé’s magical system. Without it, they were too vulnerable to go 


after Thisbe again. So they were stranded here until someone in 
Artimé restored things. Even then, what would they do without 
Alex? It was a helpless spot to be in. Fifer edged closer to Lani for 
comfort, and the woman reached out and gave Fifer’s shoulder a 
gentle squeeze. 

Fifer’s gaze turned to Simber, who'd become a frozen statue when 
the magic disappeared. Letting Simber know what had happened... 
It would be impossible. Fifer glanced at Lani and said quietly. “Will 
you tell Simber when he wakes up?” 

Lani nodded. “Of course,” she whispered. “Don’t worry about that 
anymore.” She kept her arm around Fifer. They watched Talon 
continue to dig. 

The legendary winged bronze giant from Karkinos, the Island of 
Legends, was unaffected by the Artiméan magical outage. He raked 
his hands deeper and deeper into the forest floor, pulling roots and 
rocks and dirt out of the way. Digging a grave for a hero in a land 
that wasn’t theirs. 

As Talon was finishing, trumpets sounded in the far-off distance. 
The Artiméans paid little attention. When the grave was ready, they 
removed Alex’s robe. Crow folded it carefully. Then Samheed, 
Carina, Seth, Thatcher, and Kaylee lowered Alex’s body into the 
grave, laying their head mage to rest forever. Those who wanted to 
speak about what he’d meant to them did so tearfully, quietly. Others 
stood by, unable to find the words, staring silently through wet eyes. 

When it was over, they each put a fist to their chests and tapped, 
saying, “I am with you.” It was a symbol of unity that Alex had 
created in a dark moment many years before. A symbol the 


Artiméans intended to continue using in Alex’s honor. No matter 


where his body was buried, the people of Artimé would hold Alex in 
their hearts, just as he had held them all in his. 

Fifer stood back as the rest of them pushed the dirt into the hole, 
on top of her brother. Slowly they dispersed, but Fifer remained, 
watching the fresh mound of brown dirt turn gray in the heat. 

Seth stood with her. After a moment he put his hand on her 
shoulder, but he stayed quiet too. He was trying to remember every 
second of the funeral perfectly. Someone would have to recount it to 
Thisbe someday, and Seth wanted it to be right. It was the only thing 
he could think of to do for his friends in this terrible time. 

At the campfire a short distance away, Crow, still holding Alex’s 
robe, looked at the others. “Does anyone remember the spell to bring 
the world back? Perhaps it can be done from here.” 

“I know the spell,” said Lani, sniffling and wiping away tears that 
wouldn’t stop flowing. “But I don’t think it’ll work, because part of it 
requires standing on the back step of the gray shack. But I'll try it. 
l'Il try anything.” 

Crow brought the robe to her because Lani’s wheels weren't 
working well at all on this terrain. Now that the magic had been 
stripped from the contraption she'd been using ever since her lower 
body had become paralyzed in the final battle of the seven islands, 
she struggled to move. She slipped the robe over her shoulders and 
fastened it. It smelled burned, but it also smelled like Alex. She 
breathed deeply, trying to absorb any possible lingering greatness 
from the mage, knowing there would be no more opportunities to get 
it firsthand. No more talks, no more philosophical arguments, no 
more laughter or playing tricks on each other. The harshness of that 


realization was more than Lani could take right now. First Meghan, 


now Alex. She and Samheed were the only ones left of the original 
foursome. At barely twenty-eight years of age, it wasn’t right or fair. 
Her heart ached for Alex and Sky and their future lives that would 
never be. The universe was altered. All hope seemed to drip away 
from her limbs and soak into this miserable place, and there was 
nothing Lani could do to collect it. 

She opened her eyes. “TIl try over there,” she said quietly, pointing 
to an open area. Samheed helped her across the rough ground to the 
space she indicated, then stepped out of the way. 

Lani blew out a breath and closed her eyes. She concentrated for a 
long moment. Then she recited the magic spell that she'd memorized 
years before, just in case she might ever need it, for that was the kind 
of person Lani was. 

Follow the dots as the traveling sun, 

Magnify, focus, every one. 

Stand enrobed where you first saw me, 

Utter in order, repeat times three. 

Then she concentrated even harder and said, “Imagine. Believe. 
Whisper. Breathe. Commence.” Those five words had been revealed 
in the “dots” found in artwork in the head mage’s office, which is 
what the spell referred to. Lani didn’t need to see the art to 
remember the words. She repeated them three times, pausing in 
between each word to really think about it and what it meant, and its 
significance to bringing back the world. 

They all waited. After the last words were uttered, Lani opened 
her eyes and looked down at her wheeled vehicle to see if it had 
taken on its usual magical sheen. But nothing had changed. “Is 
Simber still frozen?” she said. 


“Still frozen,’ Samheed confirmed. “I’m sorry.” 

Lani muttered an oath under her breath, clearly disappointed. “I 
didn’t think it would work,” she said. “I suppose I should try it again, 
just in case.” 

Carina nodded. “It won't hurt.” 

Lani concentrated and went through the slow process again. But it 
was to no avail. “I’m not standing where I first saw Mr. Today,” she 
lamented. “Weve got to be in Artimé on the back stoop of the shack 
to do this.” 

“Claire Morning has got to be getting there soon,” said Samheed. 
“It’s been hours.” 

“I hope nothings wrong,” said Kaylee. Kaylee Jones was not 
magical, but she was a skilled swordswoman and sailor. Nor was she 
originally from the world of the seven islands. Shed come to their 
world on her sailboat through what she called the Dragon’s Triangle, 
which was a deadly area of the sea in her world. 

“If we don’t get our magic back soon,” said Samheed, “something 
is definitely not right.” 

Fifer, who'd left the graveside and wandered over to watch Lani, 
sagged in disappointment after the failed spell. She moved away 
again, but not out of sight. Seth stayed with her. They sat down, 
resting their backs against a large tree trunk. 

“Do you think you should try it?” Seth asked her. 

Fifer looked sideways at him and was surprised by his earnest, 
compassionate expression. A sudden pang pierced through her 
numbness, and she drew in a breath. “Try what?” 

“That spell.” 

“Me? Why? I don’t know it.” 


“You're the best mage we've got,” said Seth. 

Fifer was quiet. Then: “It won’t work if it’s like Lani said—you 
have to be standing in a place we can’t get to.” 

Seth shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose.” He glanced at her carefully. 
“So... how are you feeling?” He wasn’t quite sure how to talk about 
someone being dead, especially a person who'd been so close to Fifer. 
It wasn’t something he’d ever had to do before. He glanced at her, a 
bit nervous to see if he’d upset her. 

“I feel odd,” Fifer said. 

“Me too,” said Seth. 

“It’s like everything that I can’t reach inside me hurts,” Fifer went 
on. “But my skin is numb. My mind is thick, like half-frozen mud. I 
just ...I can’t believe Alex is dead. I feel like I should be crying 
more, but I’m just... I’m stunned. Why... ? How... ?” She was 
quiet for a moment. They listened to the trees groan and the crackle 
of twigs and leaves as the others moved around camp. “I can’t make 
sense of it. How did this happen? Why was the Revinir in that crypt?” 

“I don’t know,” said Seth. 

“T mean, like, did your team see her sneak in there or something? 
You were over there the whole time.” 

“Of course not,” said Seth defensively, “or we wouldn’t have just 
barged in without a plan—or without telling Alex and you. We 
thought Thisbe was in there. Alone, like the other prisoners were.” 

“I know. I know,” muttered Fifer. She put a hand over her eyes and 
sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m saying.” She glanced at Seth 
with a guilty look. She’d hurt him with that accusation, and she knew 


it wasn't fair, but she felt compelled to find someone to blame for 


this in order to make sense of it. But Seth was her closest friend now. 
Another sharp pain found its way in. 

“It’s okay,” said Seth. 

They were quiet again, and the trumpet call could be heard a third 
time that evening. Fifer continued to grapple with the events and 
how they'd occurred. “It just seems weird that the Revinir was in 
there. Like one of the prisoners. Why did Dev lie to us? Why did he 
purposely say Thisbe was in a room in that hallway? Did he do that 
to trick us? Did he know that the Revinir would be in there?” 

There was a crackling sound of sticks behind them. Seth turned 
but saw nothing in the shadows. “Maybe. Probably, knowing him. I'll 
bet he told the Revinir to do it after he saw we were back in this 
world.” 

Fifer nodded, then grew puzzled as she thought through the 
timeline. “What—you mean after Princess Shanti was killed? Dev 
didn’t stick around. He ran away from the catacombs, not toward 
them. He must have known the Revinir would be in that crypt before 
then. And that’s why he sent us there.” It felt good to blame 
someone. “He’s a terrible person.” 

“Yes,” agreed Seth. 

“No,” came a voice, and Dev stepped into the patch of moonlight. 
“I wasn’t lying. I sent you to Thisbe’s crypt. I swear it.” He looked 
around, straining to see in the darkness. “Where is she? Didn’t you 


find her?” 





Finding Some Answers 


Dev!” exclaimed Fifer. She and Seth got to their feet. Princess Shanti’s 
personal black-eyed slave, Dev, stood before them. He looked ragged 
and filthy. 

“Didn't you find her?” Dev demanded again. 

Pulses of heat and anger throbbed through Fifer’s numb body. Hot 
tears sprang to her eyes. It was Dev’s fault they’d opened those 
crypts. Dev’s fault that they'd been surprised by the Revinir. It’s Devs 
fault that Alex is dead. Fifer felt her cheeks burn, her skull practically 
expanding inside her scalp. 
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“This is your fault!” Fifer said angrily. Her face screwed up, and 
she ran at Dev, slamming into him and sending him flying so hard to 
the ground that he hardly knew what had hit him. Then Fifer jumped 
on top of him and started punching him as hard as she could. 

“Help!” Dev cried, shielding his face with his arms and trying to 
roll out from under her. 

Seth, realizing what was happening, leaped to grab Fifer and drag 
her off Dev. Fifer kicked and yelled, bringing Thatcher and Seth’s 
mother, Carina Holiday, running over to them. 


“What’s happening?” cried Carina, ready to fight. 


“It’s Dev!” shouted Fifer. “He tricked us! He sent us right into the 
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Revinir’s trap so she could kill Alex!” Spit and tears flew from her. 
She tried wriggling out of Seth’s grasp, then kicked backward at him, 
mad that hed pulled her away. She landed a blow that sent Seth 
yowling, and he dropped her to the ground. Fifer clawed her way to 
her feet again and ran at Dev once more, slamming her head into his 
stomach as he tried to get up. 

“Fifer, stop!” Thatcher said, going after her. He grabbed her 
around the waist and pulled her away. She kicked at Thatcher, too, 
but he held her fast and wrapped a thick arm around her legs to 
soften the blows. “Seth, help Dev up.” 

Seth obeyed. Fifer’s yells turned to sobs. “You tricked us,’ she 
said. “Just like you did before. It’s your fault my brother is dead!” 

“What? Dead?” Dev, his chest heaving and his nose and lip 
dripping blood, pulled from Seth’s grip and scooted backward like a 
crab away from them, a wild look on his face. Seth, limping, stayed 
with him, like he was worried Dev might try to make a run for it. 

Kaylee came running up to the group, sword drawn. “What’s going 
on?” 

“I dont know what happened!” Dev shouted back at Fifer. “I 
promise I didn’t do whatever it is you think I’ve done. I mean it!” He 
looked around fearfully, then lowered his voice and said in a harsh 
whisper, “The Revinir is my enemy too!” 

Fifer’s throat felt scorched. Between sobs she looked at Dev’s face. 
It was blurry through her tears, but she could see he was afraid, and 
she didn’t think he was faking it. She began to struggle again in 


Thatcher’s grasp. “You can put me down,” she muttered. 


Thatcher set Fifer on her feet. “Don’t go after him again,” he 
warned. “This boy saved your life once, when you almost bled to 
death. You owe him a chance to explain at the very least.” 

Fifer frowned and swiped at her tears. Her knuckles throbbed 
from where she'd punched Dev, but she hardly remembered doing it. 
What was going on? It was like an explosion had happened inside 
her. She took a deep breath and blew it out, trying to calm down. 
“Dev has double-crossed us before,” she said. “I should have known 
not to trust him. He sent us straight down into the catacombs to get 
ambushed by the Revinir.” 

Thatcher looked at Dev. “Is this true?” 

“No,” said Dev, impassioned. “I mean ... it’s true I might have 
screwed up in the past. But the Revinir thing . . . I honestly don’t 
know what you're talking about. From the elevator, Thisbe’s crypt is 
the last one on the left. I would have been more specific if ld had 
time to tell you more. It was a big risk for me to tell you that much.” 
He touched his protruding lip tenderly. 

Fifer and the others stayed quiet, letting him explain. Dev, 
relieved, straightened his shirt and sat up a bit straighter. “I was 
outside all day working in the market. There was no way I could have 
known the Revinir would be in Thisbe’s crypt. She doesn’t exactly fill 
me in on her whereabouts.” He wiped his nose on his sleeve and, 
lifting his arm to the moonlight, he examined the amount of blood 
soaking in. “Maybe if you tell me what happened, I can help you try 
to make sense of it.” 

Fifer couldn't answer. She folded her arms over her chest, 


squeezing her fists to increase the stiffening, throbbing pain in her 


knuckles. At least that pain was something that made sense. 
Something that penetrated her numbness. 

Seth told Dev everything that had happened on their mission, 
from the time they'd enacted their rescue plan to the critical 
moments after they'd broken the door to Thisbe’s crypt. 

Dev’s mouth slacked when he heard about how the Revinir had 
killed Fifer and Thisbe’s brother. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I... I didn’t 
know any of this. Like I said, I hadn’t been down there since early 
yesterday morning before I got sent to work at the market.” 

“Why would the Revinir be hiding in a crypt?” asked Thatcher. “Is 
that something she often does?” 

“She never does that as far as I know,” said Dev. “But I was only 
there for a short time, and she kept me busy working. I don’t know 
why she would have been inside Thisbe’s crypt. And I don’t know 
where Thisbe could have been this morning when you went to rescue 
her. The slaves start work early, but if the other children were still in 
their locked crypts like you said, that means Mangrel hadn’t been by 
yet to let them out for the day.” He hesitated, then explained, 
“Mangrel is the crypt keeper, not a soldier. He brings water in the 
morning and opens the crypt doors. Maybe Thisbe got called to go in 
early this morning and was already in the Revinir’s kitchen working 
on bone broth by the time you came down into the catacombs. 
Unless...” He stared thoughtfully and didn’t finish. 

“Unless what?” asked Fifer. 

“Nothing. I was just thinking she could’ve gotten into trouble for 
refusing to help the Revinir. She was already on the edge after 
everything else the Revinir made her do. And maybe she’s been sent 


to the dungeon. But that wouldn’t make much sense. . . . She’s too 


valuable to the Revinir now.” Dev slid his hand over his dragon scales 
thoughtfully and tugged at his ragged sleeve. Then he turned and 
looked at Fifer with true remorse in his eyes. “I’m sorry about your 
brother. I promise you—I’m not that evil. lve ... I’ve lost my family 
too. I wouldn't wish it on anyone.” 

Dev’s confession came as a surprise, just like many of Dev’s 
statements or actions did. He said it without looking for pity, but to 
prove his innocence. 

Kaylee studied Dev’s face for a long moment, then put away her 
sword. “I’m sorry,” she told him. She’d also lost her family, since 
there was no way for her to get back to America. In fact, almost 
everyone in their group had lost someone dear to them. Carina’s first 
husband, who was Seth’s father, had died in the first battle Artimé 
fought against Quill long ago. Seth didn’t remember him, but it was a 
loss nonetheless. Thatcher was the only one whose entire family was 
still living, all of them having made their way to Artimé years ago 
after Queen Eagala—now the Revinir—had been overthrown. 

Fifer eyed the boy, feeling suddenly exhausted. “All right,” she 
said warily. “Come with me before you bleed all over everything.” 
Blood kept dripping from his nose, and she went to her bag to get 
him a cloth so he could clean up by the river. Now both she and 
Thisbe had given Dev a nosebleed. Fifer wasn’t exactly proud of it, 
but she thought it was an interesting fact. When she got to her 
things and dug through the bag in the firelight, she realized it was 
suspiciously empty. “Oh no,’ she lamented. “All the food from 
Artimé has disappeared!” 

“T didn’t take it!” Dev said hastily. 


“I know you didn't,” said Fifer, sounding devastated. “It’s our 
magic. It’s gone for the moment because .. .” She grimaced. “Well, 
it’s gone until somebody in Artimé figures out how to bring it back. 
But all of the magically prepared meals brought along have 
disappeared.” She sighed heavily and started crying again, though it 
was more for their situation and the reminder that Alex was dead 
than the fact that the food was gone. 

Carina came over to Fifer. “Don’t worry. You brought fishing gear, 
didn’t you?” 

Fifer nodded. 

“I can help with that,” said Dev, seeming desperate to make up for 
past transgressions. “I’m—I want to help in any way I can. I don’t 
really have anything else... to do. Now.” 

“Yeah,” said Fifer quietly. “Sorry.” She knew he must be grieving 
for Princess Shanti. “But why are you acting so nice?” She gave hima 
suspicious look. “It’s not like we’re going to turn you in to the king 
or the Revinir or anyone. I’m the one who shouted at you to run 
yesterday in the market.” 

“I know.” Dev looked at the ground. “I knew it was you. Thank 
you.” 

“Whoa.” Fifer eyed him suspiciously. “Did you just say thank you? 
Now you’re starting to worry me.” She pulled a cloth from her bag 
and shoved it at him. “What do you want from us, anyway?” 

“Fifer, Carina chided softly, since Alex was no longer there to 
insist that Fifer be kind. 

Fifer narrowed her eyes at Carina and said quietly, “You don't 
know Dev like I do.” 


“Fair point,’ Carina conceded. “Continue.” 


“Well?” Fifer prompted Dev. “Answer me.’ She was starting to 
figure out what he was doing. But she wanted to hear what he would 
say. Perhaps shed be surprised again. 

Dev glanced around self-consciously, seeing all of Fifer’s group 
except for the strangely frozen ones looking at him. He wiped his 
nose with the cloth and held it there for a moment. Then he winced, 
whether from pain or because of what he was about to say, Fifer 
wasn't sure. 

“Tve never... been alone... before.” 

Fifer tilted her head disbelievingly. 

Seth made a disgusted face. “Lie. You were alone on the rock the 
morning you took our food.” 

“True.” Dev closed his eyes for a moment. “I meant...” He 
stopped and blew out a breath. “Without Shanti or someone else 
controlling me. You know? I’m... I don’t know what else to do. And 
I also thought maybe you’d have Thisbe here now. She’s been...” 

“She’s been what?” asked Fifer. 

“A friend.” He sighed again and closed his eyes, defeated. “Never 
mind. A lot has happened.” 

Fifer and Seth glanced at each other, confused. Finally they took 
Dev aside, out of the spotlight. Everyone else stayed near the glow of 
the campfire. 

Fifer had always thought it was easier to talk in the dark, and this 
was no exception. “First, I’m sorry that Shanti died. That must have 
been a big shock for you.” She knew well enough now how it felt to 
go through that—she was still reeling. 

“Thanks.” 


“But I want to make sure you know that Shanti was not your 
friend. She didn’t treat you like a friend. She was horrible to you.” 

Dev was silent. His expression became pained. 

“Fifer,” said Seth, “maybe now’s not quite the time to talk about 
that.” 

Fifer pressed her lips together and glanced at Dev. 


3 


“It’s okay,” said Dev. “I know. I mean... she was nice to me 
sometimes, but...” 

“You were her slave, Dev,” said Fifer, trying to be gentle. “That’s 
not okay, even if she was nice to you sometimes. You shouldn’t have 
to be anybody’s slave! Not for any reason! If she had been a real 
friend, she wouldn't have kept making you get punished for the 
things she did wrong. And she would have given you those gold rocks 
all the time, whenever you did work. Not just as a bonus for making a 
zillion gold rocks for her, or whatever.” 

Dev closed his eyes. 

“Fifer, he knows,” said Seth. “He doesn’t need a lesson right now. 
He just ... He needs some real friends.” Seth put a hand on Dev’s 
shoulder, and the boy startled at the touch and jerked away. “Sorry,” 
mumbled Seth, dropping his hand. 

“It’s all right.” Dev kept his gaze on the forest floor and tugged his 
sleeves again. “I was wondering if I could stay with your camp for a 
while. Until I... figure some things out.” 

“Of course you can,” said Seth. 

Fifer hesitated, then nodded. “Sure.” 

“I might be able to help you find Thisbe,” Dev said, as if he were 


still trying to convince them. 


“Even if you don’t, it’s okay,” said Fifer. “You can stay with us.” 
She hadn’t fully let go of her wariness of the boy, but when she’d 
started to look at life from his angle, she was a lot more willing to 
give him another chance. “Just don’t be a jerk,” she suggested. 

“TIl try not to be.” Dev’s eyes darted restlessly toward the river. 
“TIl go catch some fish if you want.” 

“Sure,” said Seth. “That would be great. I’m starving. You're 
planning to share this time, right?” 

“Yes, of course,’ whispered Dev. He knew he deserved that. 

“My fishing tackle is in my bag if you need it,” said Fifer. 

“Tve got my hook.” Dev looked like he wanted to get away from 
the intense conversation. Fifer had had enough of it by now too. 

As they walked toward the riverbank, the three heard a flutter in 
the trees that grew louder and more intense as dozens of red-and- 
purple falcons landed on branches above them. When the noise 
quieted, Shimmer, the leader, dropped down and landed on Fifer’s 
shoulder. 

Fifer petted the falcon. “You found us,” she murmured. The bird 
shimmered brightly, magically, in the dark forest. 

“Birds?” said Dev. “Are they your pets?” 

“Sort of,” said Fifer. 

“Does that shimmer mean the magic is back?” asked Seth. 

They looked back toward the camp at Simber, who was still 
frozen. “I guess not,” said Fifer, confused. “But the birds have 
brought the hammock with them. And since she’s still shimmering, I 
don’t think they’ve lost their magic.” 

“Wait a second—maybe you haven’t lost yours, either,” said Seth, 


growing excited. “Your automatic magic, I mean. That stuff you were 


just born with.” 

“Maybe,” marveled Fifer. 

“What else can you do?” asked Seth. 

Fifer pointed her finger to test her abilities. “Glass.” Dev scooted 
away and shielded his face, just in case. But no glass appeared. 

“That’s an Artimé spell that you learned,” said Seth. “So it 
wouldn’t work. Try one of your shrieks. Wait—on second thought, 
we don’t want any glass breaking around here. Someone could get 
hurt.” 

“If there even is any glass in the forest,” said Fifer. She glanced at 
Shimmer and stopped abruptly. “Hey! If the birds are still magical, 
we can get a few of us home in the hammock if we want to.” 

“Wow, you're right!” said Seth. But then he shook his head. “Talon 
could take us too. But that’s not how we do things. We all go down 
with the ship, remember? Like in Lani’s books about the old days. 
We can’t leave until we have Thisbe.” 

Fifer nodded, a lump in her throat and the familiar Thisbe hole in 
her heart aching. She couldn’t help remembering that they'd left this 
world once before without Thisbe. Would they have a reason to do 
that again? After Alex’s death, everything had turned upside down. 
Nothing was certain. 

As the three of them resumed walking to the river, the trumpets 
sounded in the distance once more. 

“What is that?” Fifer asked. “Dev, do you know?” 

From his pocket Dev pulled out a little box, which held his fishing 
hook. “It’s the king’s call to arms,” he said in a low voice. “He’s 


telling the world that he’s about to get revenge on the Revinir for 


Princess Shanti’s death. He’s declaring war on her, and he is asking 
the people to join him.” 

“The villagers, you mean?” asked Fifer. “What are they supposed 
to do—drop everything and go to the castle to volunteer?” 

“Yes. Exactly,” said Dev. “There will be some training first, of 
course.” 

“Oh,” said Seth, looking puzzled. “But whose side are we on, 
exactly? The king’s, right? Even though he keeps slaves too? That 
doesn’t seem okay. Are you going to, like, heed the call, or whatever, 
Dev?” 

Dev snorted. “Not me. I'll never go back there.” 

“So, wait. Does that mean you're on the Revinir’s side?” Seth 
asked slowly, as if fearing the answer. 

Dev just glared at him, and Fifer shook her head slowly. “He’s on 
neither side,” she said. 

“True,” said Dev. 

“Just like us,” Fifer continued thoughtfully. “We’re on our own. No 
—we're on the side of the black-eyed people and the dragons—the 
original rulers. They aren’t represented by either the king or the 
Revinir. In fact, they're mistreated by both sides.” She hesitated. “It 
seems to me like maybe it’s time to get rid of them all. And... and 
put the rightful rulers back in power.” 

“You mean us,” said Dev, looking at her. 

Fifer blinked. She caught his gaze, his black eyes mirror images of 
her own. “Yes,” she said, almost breathless. The size of the challenge 
poured over her all at once like a bucket of freezing-cold water. “Us.” 

Seth crouched down by the river. “But how? And where do we find 


the dragons?” he asked, puzzled. “Arabis is in this world somewhere, 


but I’m guessing she can’t fly right now. Her wings must have fallen 
off since they're magical.” He scratched his head. “Besides, we need 
to find Thisbe. That should be our main goal right now. The last 
thing we need is a war.” 

“I agree,” Fifer said, breaking the connection with Dev and 
turning to Seth. “We need to find her. Before...” She blinked hard. 
“Before something else terrible happens.” The last thing Fifer needed 
was to lose somebody else she loved. Fear rippled through her at the 
thought. 

Dev glanced at Seth. “I have an idea where at least some of the 
dragons are,” he said with a glint in his eye. He slid his hand absently 
over his forearm, the scales still invisible in the dark. “Once we have 


Thisbe back, I can take you there.” 





The Plight oF Arabis 


Arabis the orange’s wings had turned to vines, cloth, and flower 
petals, and they'd fallen off. Shed noticed it immediately because 
she'd been flying back to the rescue team in the forest after having 
delivered her message to the ghost dragons. 

She plunged toward the desertlike ground following the wings, 
not far outside the cavelands where the ghost dragons dwelled. The 
forest, where the Artiméans were camped out, was a few flight hours 
away. At the last moment before striking the ground, Arabis twisted 
and coiled her tail below her like a spring in a desperate attempt to 
soften her landing. But her tail had nerves too, so there wasn’t 
anything she could do to avoid devastating pain. When she hit, her 
coiled tail flattened beneath her weight, and her neck bent and 
snapped like a sapling branch, giving her whiplash. It was a wonder 
her spine was intact after that. 

She flopped to her side, the wind knocked out of her, unable to 
breathe for several moments, and then cringing in pain when she 
was finally able to suck in some air. Any ordinary beast of that size 
would surely be dead after a fall from such a height. But Arabis was a 


dragon from the line of Pan, and Pan’s dragons had mysterious 


powers. She lay on the hard dirt for many hours, eyes closed, and 
drew in the healing auras of the bright blue sky and the baked earth. 

While she lay there, her mind extremely rattled and still sorting 
out what had happened to her, she opened an eye and discovered her 
wings nearby. They were bent but intact, and looked like they had 
before Alex had attached them to her body and cast his magical spell 
on them. 

Arabis pondered why her wings had separated from her. Why had 
they lost their magic? She didn’t understand what could have 
happened. Were these new wings defective? She'd had the old wings 
for more than ten years, and they'd never done anything like this. 
Something must have gone terribly wrong. Perhaps Alex had made 
the wings temporarily magical by mistake. But Alex didn’t seem to be 
the type of human who would make a careless move like that. 

In the back of her mind, Arabis recalled someone from Artimé 
mentioning something about their magic disappearing once before— 
it had happened a few years prior to the young dragons’ birth. But 
the details of the story eluded her. She drifted off and slept restlessly. 

Sleep brought healing, and her foggy brain began to clear. When 
she woke, she tried moving her legs one at a time. One of the front 
ones was mostly benumbed, but she could slide it over the ground 
with a bit of effort. Her tail and her neck throbbed. 

The dragon rested for a few more hours, channeling all of her 
strength into fixing her bruised body. Eventually she pushed herself 
up on shaking limbs, testing to see if they'd hold her. She uncoiled 
her crushed tail gingerly, crying out in pain as she did so. It had 
likely saved her life and would take time to heal properly. What she 


desperately needed now was food and water. 


Arabis took a few steps and looked around the deserted landscape 
to get an idea of where exactly she was. She was much nearer to the 
ghost dragons than to the rescue team. Could she reach the 
Artiméans on foot ... limping all the way? Would it be safe to do so 
without her ability to fly? There was a wide-open space to cross 
before the forest began, which left her feeling uneasy and vulnerable. 

In her state, going back to the dragons was the only good option. 
The Revinir or the king’s soldiers probably wouldn’t think twice 
about recapturing her if they learned of her wandering about, 
injured. And trying to walk all the way through the entire forest to 
get to the section where the people of Artimé had set up camp was 
going to be too much of a challenge, at least right away. If she 
couldn't fly over the trees, she'd have to knock them down to make a 
path. It would take many hours to reach the river there. 

She hesitated. Knowing the Artiméans would be expecting her, 
and perhaps needing her to make an escape across the gorge, she 
almost set out that way against her best judgment. But she couldn’t 
help them get home in this condition. Sure, they might be able to 
bring her magical wings back, but she wasn’t in any shape to fly or 
carry passengers quite yet. She needed at least a few more hours, and 
perhaps even a day, to fully heal. 

She looked back toward the cavelands. It might take her only an 
hour on foot to get to the river. Perhaps she'd feel better after a meal 
and a drink of water. Then she could continue healing and go to the 
Artiméans when she was up to the travel. 

With these things in mind, Arabis eased over to her wings and 
picked them up in her mouth to carry them. Then she turned toward 


the cavelands. She went slowly at first across the barren landscape, 


and her movements grew a little easier over time. Her tail, normally 
curling and in motion, dragged behind her, straight and limp. 

Before too long she stopped and stared at a shimmering heat oasis 
in front of her. She lifted her snout, still holding her wings in her 
mouth. Smoke curled from her nostrils, but no flames appeared— 
that could set her wings on fire. Arabis’s eyes narrowed, then 
cleared, and she continued. A moment later two ghost dragons 
appeared from the mirage, flying slowly and unevenly, low to the 
ground, toward her. Perhaps they’d sensed her fall by now. 

In the air, the two knocked together as if in a quarrel. Flames lit 
up the space between them, and they tussled and sparred, nearly 
crashing to the ground before righting themselves and continuing 
on. 

Arabis was nonplussed. Dragons sparred, often more for play than 
anything. She focused as they drew closer. 

The ghost dragons had a thick skeletal appearance that was 
ethereal, yet their bodies were solid to the touch. Their overlay was a 
bluish, silvery gray that varied, occasionally even verging on brown 
depending on their surroundings. This coloring allowed them to 
blend easily with the enormous rocks in the cavelands. Out here, in 
the flat desert area, they took on a taupe tinge that matched the dirt. 

Their wings were tattered and appeared moth eaten, leaving them 
with gaping holes between the long ribs of each wing, yet the 
dragons were somehow able to soar on the unhindered breezes of the 
open land. When they reached Arabis, they landed. Small clouds of 
dust rose from their feet on impact. It wasn’t clear whether the dust 


came from their ghostly bodies or the parched ground. 


Arabis recognized them from the previous day. She set her wings 
down so she could greet them. “Gorgrun, Quince, I’m Arabis,’ she 
reminded them. “Daughter of Pan.” She’d noted during her first visit 
that the ghost dragons were an unusual and especially forgetful 
breed, and she didn’t want them to think she was an enemy. 

“Ah, yes, Arabis,” said the one called Quince. “Strange name.” 

Arabis frowned but didn’t argue, as they were very old. 

“We felt the impact when you landed,” said Gorgrun, the larger of 
the two. “Reminded me of the great quake, after...’ He trailed off as 
if hed forgotten that he was talking and stood slightly stooped on his 
massive back limbs. He held his front limbs close to his chest. They 
ended in four fingerlike talons that curled and released rhythmically. 

Gorgrun gave a puzzled glance at Arabis’s strange-looking wings 
on the ground. “Quince flew up to the lookout point and saw you,” he 
said. “We assumed youd be embarrassed for falling, so we didn’t 
come immediately. ... It happens to the best of us.” He looked away, 
as if he were the one embarrassed on Arabis’s behalf. “This morning 
Quince remembered your fall and went again to check on you. When 
you hadn’t gotten up, we thought something more might have 
happened. Were you attacked? What... are those?” He indicated the 
detached wings. 

“I wasn’t attacked.” Arabis’s tail was feeling better now, so she 
used it gingerly to pick up the wings and lay them across the hollow 
on her back. “But my thirst is great.” 

“Of course. There’s a stream around here somewhere,” said 
Gorgrun. 


“It’s this way,” said Quince. 


They turned together and walked toward the cavelands. As they 
went along, Arabis explained what had happened. “I didn’t want to 
travel all the way to my destination without resting up a little more,” 
she concluded. 

“Your wings ... came off?” muttered Gorgrun, glancing back at 
his battered wings. “I feel like that could happen to me, actually. It’s 
unsettling.” 

Quince squinted at Arabis. “I seem to recall a trail through the 
forest that runs close to where you wish to go. I can show you once 
you're ready. That will give you cover and safety until your friends 
can repair your wings.” 

“Tm grateful,” said Arabis. “Thank you.” She hoped the forgetful 
dragon would be able to remember where it was. 

Soon the flat desert terrain became rolling and flecked with slate. 
The land sloped downward, and rock formations jutted like giant 
fingers poking up through the ground. Beyond the finger formations, 
the rocks grew larger and became a vast land peppered with caves. A 
wisp of fog curled through the area, and more exoskeletal silvery- 
blue dragons roamed slowly and purposefully. 

Arabis reached the riverbed and drank eagerly. Then she found 
some plants among the scrubby brush to eat. Her body was 
continuing to heal, and her mind was clearing rapidly now. After 
more polite chatting about surface things—for dragons respected 
other dragons’ secrets—Arabis began feeling like her old self again. 
Soon guilt returned about not getting back to the forest, and it 
occurred to her that perhaps something had gone wrong with the 


Artiméans’ magic too—not just her wings. That was cause for alarm. 


She didn’t spend much longer in the cavelands. Instead she 
thanked the ghost dragons for their hospitality and reminded them 
of her original message: to beware of the Revinir now that Pan’s 
dragons had escaped. They in turn thanked Arabis for being 
thoughtful enough to risk her own well-being to warn them. 

“Try not to forget what I told you about the Revinir,’ Arabis 
implored. 

“I will think about it every morning upon waking,’ Quince 
promised. “And if our time comes to fight for Grimere, we will be 
ready. This is of grave importance.” 

Arabis wasn’t quite sure what Quince meant about fighting, but 
before she could ask, he told her where he thought the path was and 
offered to accompany her part of the way to make sure she was truly 
recovered and feeling all right. “I seem to recall it’s hard to see the 
path unless you know where it is, but it'll make your journey to the 
opposite side much easier.” 

The two set off, leaving Gorgrun behind to meander off to... 
somewhere he probably couldn’t remember. As they walked, Arabis 
thought about the previous day’s conversation and her worries about 
the ghost dragons’ forgetfulness. And despite her secretive nature, 
she decided that if she explained a bit more about what was going on 
with the Revinir, Quince might actually remember to be careful with 
the woman. It felt urgent somehow. So she waded into a deeper 
conversation. She told Quince about how she and her siblings had 
come to the land of the dragons ten years ago, seeking safety. And 
she told of their capture by the Revinir and how they'd been kept as 
slaves in the Castle Grimere until their recent rescue at the hands of 


the young black-eyed Artiméan girls and their friend. 


Quince perked up. He seemed to recall at least a little about the 
black-eyed slaves. “Were the girls free? Are the black-eyed children 
no longer kept as slaves in Grimere?” 

“These two were free in our land of the seven islands,’ Arabis 
explained. “But when the children released my siblings and me and 
we flew home to our world, the girls, Thisbe and Fifer, were 
captured. The king of Grimere sent them to the auction in 
Dragonsmarche. One of them got away. The other was kidnapped by 
the Revinir and taken into the catacombs. That’s why I came back— 
to help them find the missing girl.” 

“So danger remains in wandering about?” 

“Yes, especially without wings,’ Arabis said, and pointed her 
snout at the useless wings laid across her back. “You are in danger 
now too, if the Revinir comes this way.” 

“Right, right,” said Quince, as if hed just remembered what 
Arabis had come to them for in the first place. “I won’t .. . I'll try 
not... to forget.” Then he stopped suddenly and turned to Arabis. 
“You must forgive our forgetfulness. We have so many years of 
memories that we cannot store the new information very well.” 

Arabis looked at Quince. “And how did you come to have so many 
memories?” 

Quince looked at Arabis as if he expected her to know. “From 
being alive for so long.” 

“I see,” said Arabis. Then she added, “My siblings and I weren’t 
told much about this land while we were in captivity. We only heard 
whispers of your existence somewhere near the cavelands. Knowing 
the Revinir is growing more powerful and expanding her territory, 


we wanted to warn you.’ She gave Quince a sideways look, 


wondering, not for the first time, if the ghost dragons were truly 
ghosts or if that was just their breed name. But it seemed clear that 
Quince believed himself to be living, so Arabis respected that. “How 
long have you been alive?” 

“Too long,” said Quince. “Unfortunately, we cannot truly die until 
the dragon-and-black-eyed-human ruling body is restored to this 
land.” He hesitated. “We've always known we might need to fight to 
help make it happen. On our own we're no match for young dragons 
or mages or Revinirs. But we hope to be of some use when the time 
comes.” 

“You are noble,” said Arabis thoughtfully. “And admirable.” 

The old dragon nodded, then said, “Perhaps now that you are free, 
you can begin the process of putting the order of the land back 
together. With the help of your young human rescuers, you could try, 
at least. There are more dragons around, waiting to return home if 
things change.” He paused, then added, “You could make a fair 
young ruler.” 

“Me?” said Arabis. “I don’t have any experience with that.” 

Quince sort of shrugged his shoulders as they neared the end of 
the desert and the beginning of the forest. He peered through the 
trees as he walked along its edge, searching for the dragon path. 
“Somebody has to do it. And so many of the others have gone away.” 

“What about you?” asked Arabis. 

Quince shook his head. “None of the ghost dragons can do it. 
We've had our turn. Through good and bad times. Some very bad. 
Now ... we just want to sleep.” He clamped his jaw shut, like he 
might have said too much. Without warning, he stopped in front of a 


row of young trees not as large as the rest. He slammed his tail into 


them, felling them so that Arabis could get through without 
hindrance. The path lay beyond. 

Arabis felt a chill shake her spine, which reminded her that she 
still ached from her fall. She didn’t ask any more questions, bowing 
to the tradition of not digging too deep into other dragons’ secrets. 
They’d both already shared more than they'd intended at the onset of 
their journey. Arabis readjusted her wings across the hollow spot 
between her shoulder blades so they wouldn't get knocked off and 
stoically prepared to use her teeth and tail to pull out any other new 
growth that might be in her way. 

“Thank you for your kindness,” said Arabis, and reminded Quince 
one last time to beware the Revinir. “I hope you find what you are 
looking for.” 

“I wish the same for you,” said Quince. He turned slowly, tilted his 
head uncertainly as he tried to recall where he needed to go next, 


then spread his tattered wings, rose on the wind, and soared away. 





The Magical Robe 


It took some time for the leaders in Artimé to regain control of the 
area around the gray shack. Sean asked Clementi and Ibrahim to 
keep an eye on Ava and Lukas so he could focus on helping. Then he, 
Claire, and Henry organized a large enough group of their friends to 
begin pushing the Quillens away from the collapsed walls and back 
into Quill so they could look for the robe and the spell. 

Darkness hampered their efforts, forcing them to stall action until 
morning so they could see properly. They spent a_ long, 
uncomfortable night on the ground. By first light they were up and at 
it again, keeping the people away by enlisting more Artiméans to 
form a human fence. Others were assigned to lift the walls so that 
they could search under the rubble for the items. 

By the time the roof and the outer walls had been lifted and 
moved aside, it was noon. The interior walls remained, some of them 
crushed, but at least the group was making progress. Once Claire 
inspected each piece being removed, looking for signs of the colorful 
fibers of the robe, the team carried the items over to the area where 


the Quillitary yard had once been. They stacked things there, being 


careful to preserve as much of it as possible. Little survived 
unscathed. 

Finally they'd removed enough to reach things like furniture and 
cupboards. “Let’s start with the kitchen area,” Claire commanded. “If 
you see any multicolored cloth, yell for me and don’t try to pull it out. 
We don’t want to tear it.” 

More time passed, and the sun crept across the sky toward 
Warbler Island. It was impossible to tell which of the cabinets had 
been where in the kitchen. Claire sifted through the broken contents 
of each cupboard and shelf and drawer, looking for spots of color, 
before allowing them to be pulled from the area. Inside a toppled 
pantry closet they found the emergency stash of water jugs, 
miraculously intact, which they'd kept in the gray shack after what 
had happened last time. It was a relief to have them. Everyone 
stopped to take a drink and pass out water to the people of Quill, 
which quieted them for a time. 

Taking advantage of the momentary calm, Claire climbed 
precariously onto a three-legged chair that had somehow escaped the 
fate of all the others. She waved to catch the attention of the 
complainers, wanting to make sure everyone could hear her. “We’re 
making progress!” she announced. “Please remain patient!” 

She went on to explain the process that had to happen in order to 
bring the magical world back, and assured the people of Quill that all 
of their belongings would return with the houses and other 
buildings. 

“What happened to Alex Stowe?” one of them cried out from far 


away. “Why isn’t he fixing this?” 


“Yeah!” shouted another, and a few others joined in. “Why did this 
happen?” 

Claire’s lips parted. She glanced at Henry and Sean, and they 
looked just as surprised. Hadn’t the people of Quill understood why 
the world had disappeared so suddenly? Hadn’t they heard the 
Artiméans talking in hushed tones about the fact that Alex must be 
dead? 

Claire’s eyes grew moist. She cleared her throat. “Let me be clear: 
There’s only one reason for our world disappearing like this,” she 
said. “Some of you will remember the last time this happened, when 
my father, Marcus Today, was killed. You see, when the head mage 
dies, the magic disappears.” 

“It was Aaron Stowe who killed him!” shouted one angry 
Artiméan woman not far from Claire. 

Murmurs rippled through the crowd, but Claire pushed onward, 
ignoring her. “Back then, only Artimé was affected. But after the 
great fire of Quill, when we fought against Gondoleery Rattrapp, 
your land was magically re-created.” She paused, trying to find the 
gentlest words. “We believe that Alexander Stowe, our beloved 
leader, has died on his mission to save his sister. And despite our 
broken hearts, we're trying our best to put the magic back into our 
world.” 

The people became silent, and Claire continued. “Once we're out 
of danger, we can all properly mourn for him. So we appreciate your 
help in giving us the space we need to uncover a few crucial items 
that will help us do that. I know it’s not comfortable standing or 


resting in the soot of Quill, and there’s not enough room for all of us 


in Artimé at the moment. But I promise we’re going as fast as we 
can.” 

The crowd from Quill remained quiet. They might never show 
emotion, but they understood death and respected it. And they had 
come to appreciate Alex Stowe over time, even though he’d been an 
Unwanted. The young man had improved their lives dramatically. It 
was shockingly evident now that everything had been taken away in 
an instant. 

“Thank you all,” said Claire. She got off the chair and turned back 
to the work at hand. 

The Artiméans continued digging through the wreckage. Finally 
someone spied a scrap of red cloth poking out from under a pile of 
splinters and the broken kitchen countertop. “Claire, look!” 

“Yes,” Claire said, dropping everything and rushing over. “That’s 
it! Oh, thank goodness! Well spotted.” Together she, Henry, Sean, 
and Gunnar lifted the largest piece off and set it aside, revealing 
more of the robe. Claire knelt and quickly wiped smaller bits of 
rubble off it. The others pried up another piece of the counter, 
freeing the fabric. With care, Claire picked up the robe and shook 
the rest of the dirt away. “Okay,” she said under her breath. People 
watching nearby cheered. “Step one is complete. Now we need to 
find the spell and locate where the back doorstep is. Though I’ve got 
little hope of finding that tiny scrap of paper the spell is written on. 
This is too much of a mess.” 

“What happens if we don’t find the spell?” asked Gunnar. 

“I know most of it by heart,” said Claire. “Well, some of it, at 
least,’ she admitted guiltily. “I've been trying to remember. It’s 


coming back to me bit by bit.” 


Henry looked up from his search. “Part of it has to do with the 
mini model of the mansion. I don’t know what, exactly .. . but I 
remember Sky using it to point something out to Alex.” 

“Ah, right,” said Claire. “There were individual words in addition 
to the spell. Id forgotten that part.” She moved a few more things 
around, then lifted the corner of a bank of cupboards. Underneath 
she spied bits and pieces of the miniature model of the mansion, 
crushed beyond repair. “Oh no,” she said in despair. “That’s not 
going to help us much.” 

The others moved the cupboards aside. Claire picked up a few of 
the pieces of the model and examined them, but shook her head. 
“It'll be impossible to put this back together.” 

“Tm sorry,” said Sean. “At least we’ve got the robe. That’s a big 
part.” 

Claire nodded grimly. But she knew that they had to have all the 
parts to bring the magic back. “If Pd had any clue this could’ve 
happened, I would never have kept the items in here. But in my 
mind, it was the most logical place to store them at the time.” 

“This situation would be much worse if you'd kept them in your 
house in Quill,” Sean reminded her. “You'd never have been able to 
get to any of them there.” 

“Yes,” said Henry. “This was the smartest thing you could have 
done. Nobody ever imagined the shack would explode like this.” 

Some of the workers continued crawling through the area where 
the kitchen had been, hoping to find the small scrap of paper that 
would have the written spell on it from Mr. Today. Others went to 
where they thought the back doorstep might be and cleared the mess 


from it. 


Claire looked anxiously at the sky. In a few hours the sun would 
be setting again, and their world would be pitch black. Not wanting 
to go another night without magic, she called off the search for the 
spell. Then she went over to the cleared spot where her father, Mr. 
Today, had welcomed Unwanteds every year after the Purge. She 
could see a faint mark on the broken cement—a curve made by the 
door’s opening and closing—and she knew this was the right place. 

With a heavy heart she stood on the spot, picturing her father 
there year after year. She slipped on the robe, causing another stir 
among the Quillens, who started pressing forward again to see what 
was happening. Claire paid little heed to them, wrapped up in her 
own thoughts now. She had never wanted to be head mage, but now 
it appeared she would be, at least until she could figure out how to 
assign the job to someone else who really wanted it and would do a 
good job. And then she closed her eyes, concentrating on the spell as 
she remembered it. Phrases of the clue kept spinning around in her 
mind, and she hoped she could put them together correctly. 

Sean, Henry, and Gunnar pushed the crowd back once more to 
make room for the magical mansion to reappear, and others doled 
out the last of the water to the sweltering Quillens and Artiméans 
who had no place to seek shelter from the sun. 

Claire took a nervous, cleansing breath. Stand in the place you first 
saw me—check. Follow the dots as the rising sun— She remembered the 
five dotted pictures that had hung in the head mage’s office and 
knew she had to recite their hidden words starting from the 
easternmost one. As a young mage, she'd spent a multitude of hours 
in that office with her father. But she hadn’t known there were 


hidden words in the pictures. Without the mini mansion to help with 


this part, she struggled to recall them. “Envision. Breathe. 
Imagine...” No. “Envision... Breathe... Utter... Believe...” Was 
that it? Perhaps there were only four. Claire’s mind was fuzzy with 
hunger and exhaustion, and she began doubting herself. But she 
knew it wouldn’t hurt to try. She said the words again as sweat 
dripped from her temples, trying to concentrate on them and really 
feel their meanings floating around her. She needed to take control 
of them. 

As the people watched and waited, they began to sense that Claire 
was struggling. Henry and Sean teamed up with her to brainstorm 
word options, hoping they could trigger some sort of recognition. 
Minutes passed, then a quarter of an hour. People started to murmur 
and shift. “Imagine,” Claire said, her voice cracking. “That’s the first 
one. I’m sure of it.” She’d tried every combination of the words they'd 
decided could be the right ones. Sometimes she used four and other 
times five, but nothing seemed to be working. She wiped her brow 
and shook out her hands, trying to refocus. Then she closed her eyes, 
breathed deep, and tried a new combination for the second. 
“Envision.” 

A sharp cry rose from the crowd, followed by a hundred gasps. 

Claire’s eyes popped open. Had she done it? It couldn’t be. 

But the people weren’t gasping at her. They were turned away, 
looking at the water. Speeding across the waves toward them, on the 
back of a shimmering black water dragon named Pan, sat Aaron 
Stowe. Alex’s identical twin. 

Aaron held a package in his hand. As they drew up to the shore, 


everyone could see his face was stoic, his eyes etched with grief. 





Commence 


laron came ashore, leaving Pan, the ruler of the sea, to wait and 
watch at the water’s edge. He eyed the wreckage of the gray shack as 
he strode toward Claire and the others. The crowd of Quillens finally 
did the right thing in making a path for him—he’d been their ruler 
once. But a few of the Artiméans narrowed their eyes and shifted 
uncomfortably at the sight of him, including the one who'd shouted 
earlier about him killing Mr. Today. Now that same woman lifted her 
chin and eyed the package under Aaron’s arm. “Do you suppose he’s 
done it again?” she muttered. 

An older man next to her gasped and jabbed her with his elbow. 
“Have some respect.” 

The woman didn’t respond, but she kept a suspicious eye on the 
former ruler of Quill. 

“Our deepest condolences,” Gunnar Haluki said in greeting, 
making no pretense of Aaron not knowing what must have happened 
to Alex. “This is such a shock. How are you?” 

Aaron’s jaw tightened, and he didn’t answer. Instead, he pointed 
to the rubble. “What happened here?” 

Henry explained. 


Aaron listened intently. He glanced at Claire and realized she was 
wearing the robe. His face softened. “I’m sorry. I interrupted your 
procedure. Please continue. I came because—I wasn’t sure if—” 

Claire held up a hand. “You’ve merely interrupted my humiliation, 
Aaron. I can’t seem to recall the spell correctly. The note it was 
written on is lost in the mess. I’ve been trying everything I can think 
of. Do you have the spell memorized?” 

“IT... yes.” 

“Thank goodness.” 

“Shall I tell it to you so you can proceed?” 

Claire rested her hand on Aaron’s arm and gave a sad half smile. 
Sweat shone on her face and neck, and her hair was tangled and 
filled with bits of splinters and dirt. “You know I don’t want this 
job,” she said quietly. “My life is helping to govern in Quill now. I’m 
only doing this because we didn’t expect you to come so quickly. We 
thought it might take you some time to realize what had happened 
since you don’t use much magic on your island. And I guess we 
forgot about Pan. We expected your journey to last days by ship.” 

“I knew the instant it happened,’ Aaron admitted, but he didn’t 
say how he knew. “Pan came to my aid immediately when I called 
out to her—luckily she was nearby.” 

“That’s lucky for all of us. Please go ahead, Aaron.” 

He hesitated, looking down at the package he was carrying. “Are 
you're sure?” he asked, turning his gaze back to Claire. 

“Tm positive.” 

Aaron searched her expression and found it sincere. “All right,” he 


said quietly. He opened the package and shook out the robe Alex had 


given him. “You should keep yours, of course,’ he said. “For 
future ... emergencies.” 

“T will.” Claire took her robe off and folded it up, keeping it close. 
The angry woman’s eyes widened, as did those of a few others, when 
Aaron slipped his robe on. 

Aaron tapped his lips thoughtfully, turning his attention to the 
rubble. “But let’s think this through. We want the remains of the 
gray shack to reappear inside the mansion so we can rebuild it in the 
Museum of Large,” he mused. “So before I begin the spell, we must 
pile all the pieces of the shack back onto the foundation. That way it 
will appear in the correct spot.” He frowned as if what he’d just said 
somehow didn’t quite ring true, then added, “I hope.” 

“Good thinking,” Sean said. He organized volunteers to carry the 
walls and doors and roof and other bits and pieces back onto the 
foundation. They made quick work of it. 

Before sunset, all was ready. 

But Aaron hesitated again, feeling waves of guilt over what was 
about to happen. And he knew not everyone in Artimé would be 
pleased about it. Hed been acutely aware of dissenters over the 
years. And hed noticed the angry woman and the small group 
forming around her who were beginning to mutter at the 
proceedings. 

Aaron glanced at them uneasily, then looked back at Claire. “Are 
you absolutely certain you want me to do this?” he asked. “Even... 
after everything I’ve done? Have you thought this through?” This 
wasn't going to be a seamless transition. 

Claire nodded, tight lipped. She knew what he was asking. “Ignore 
them. The past is forgotten. You and I will work well together, I 


think. Perhaps ... perhaps like Gunnar and my father did.” 

“Td like that.” Aaron gave her a grim smile. Shed come far in 
forgiving him. Now, with darkness descending, he barely had time to 
comprehend the job he was taking on. He moved to the correct spot. 
The dissenters in the crowd grew louder. The angry woman shouted, 
“We want Claire Morning in charge! Not a mage killer!” But her 
voice was soon drowned out. 

Aaron cringed but tried to focus. His mind was on the one who 
should be wearing the robe—his brother. How was this possible? 
How was Aaron standing here, doing this? A wave of grief broke his 
concentration, but he pushed it back and gripped the robe’s placket 
tightly until the moment passed. He closed his eyes and took a few 
breaths to clear his mind. 

Everyone grew quiet, even the dissenters, for despite their 
suspicions they all wanted the magical world back. They could fight 
about who the leader was later, once comfort was restored. 

Aaron recited the poetic spell. The lines, spoken softly, were lifted 
onto the wind and carried about. And though Aaron wasn’t musically 
gifted, the words contained music of their own. 

Then Aaron moved to the five crucial words. “Imagine,” he said 
softly, picturing Artimé in all its glory. “Believe.” He felt his heart 
swell in grief and certainty, knowing with all confidence that this 
would work. “Whisper.” He whispered the word, hearing it echo 
through the land, giving strength to it and defining the boundaries of 
the magical world. “Breathe.” He let his chest swell, his lungs taking 
in the hot, salty air, giving life to the magic. Then he let it out. 
“Commence,” he said finally. He waited a moment, then began the 


words again. 


“Repeat times three,” Claire murmured to Gunnar. “I'd forgotten 
that part.” 

Gunnar nodded, watching intently. 

When Aaron ended the spell a third time, he dropped his head and 
rested in place a moment. And then he lifted his chin and opened his 
eyes. 

Colors began swirling around him, around the entire island. 
Everything began to spin. The cracked cement and dirt and burned- 
out weeds turned into a lush lawn. A fountain sprang up, and trees 
sprouted from the ground and grew to maturity. Platyprots and 
owlbats and squirrelicorns and beavops populated the land and the 
trees. A jungle appeared in the distance. The pile of junk that had 
once been the gray shack became a beautiful mansion. And Quill’s 
simple houses and ground cover and dirt paths and its cool, clean 
stream reappeared as before—just the way the people liked it. 

Aaron breathed a huge sigh of relief as cheers went up for the new 
head mage. The people of Quill celebrated and immediately began 
streaming back to their part of the island. 

The Artiméans were less vocal, deeply feeling the loss of Alex. 
Most of them headed for the mansion to check on their rooms and 
belongings and confirm everything was indeed back to normal. The 
dissenters lingered for a moment, but Aaron was surrounded by 
supporters. From the corner of his eye, he saw the angry group 
reluctantly disperse and hoped hed heard the last of their 
complaints, but he doubted it. There would always be some who 
couldn't forgive him, no matter what he did or said now. 

Henry and Sean gave Aaron a quick embrace, then excused 


themselves. “We’re going to make sure the gray shack pieces are 


where they need to be in the Museum of Large,” said Henry. 

“And,” added Sean, “we need to put OI’ Tater back to sleep in case 
he was revived with the world coming back.” He remembered what 
had happened last time with the enormous mastodon statue. 

“Thank you both so much.” Aaron didn’t smile. Seeing the magical 
world return was a wonder unto itself. Realizing his new role in it 
was breathtaking in a most horrifying way. Artimé’s return by 
Aaron’s hand had a far graver meaning to him than most people 
knew, because Aaron Stowe carried a deep secret within him—the 
secret of his potential immortality. Few were aware of it. Only the 
grandfathers, who'd administered it to him, and Alex and Simber had 
known. It was the only secret he'd kept from his wife, Kaylee, for 
telling her was just too painful to think about—she’d age normally 
and eventually die, but what would he do then? Without her? As for 
Artimé’s magic, the chances of it ever disappearing again just 
became incredibly small. And Aaron had just agreed to take on a very 
difficult job... perhaps for eternity. 

Despite the weight of that, so many other things fought to 
dominate Aaron’s thoughts in this moment. He’d spent his journey 
with Pan in denial of Alex’s death. It couldnt be! But the 
overwhelming truth had pounded him when he’d caught sight of the 
island. Now that he’d taken care of restoring the magic and was left 
alone, his mind returned to the reason for Artimé’s disappearance. 
His insides still ached with a pain he’d never felt before. The pain of 
the severed connection to his twin. It had to be true. 

“Oh, Alex,” Aaron whispered. He sank to the back step of the 
mansion and covered his face with his hands, thinking about his fate 


and how it had changed so drastically. Hed possibly rule Artimé 


forever, if he weren't somehow ousted. But his termination as head 
mage didn’t seem likely, unless the dissenters somehow gained 
support and traction. And starting now, for the rest of forever he’d be 
without Alex. Would this pain last that long too? 

There was another question that had plagued him. And now it 
began to take over. What about the others who'd been with Alex? 
Everyone he cared most about was either on that mission or being 
rescued. Alex, Fifer, Thisbe, Kaylee ... What were the chances that 
he’d lost all of them? And how long would he have to agonize before 
finding out if his wife, the mother of his son, was alive or dead? He 
didn’t know if he could stand the infinite wondering. He buried his 
face in the crook of his elbow and let out a ragged, muffled sob. 

Moments later, from the lawn, Aaron heard an old familiar 
whizzing sound. He lifted his head and wiped his eyes on the sleeve 
of his robe. Then he saw that Henry and Sean had returned to the 
lawn and had just cast seek spells, trailing light that soared away 
from Artimé heading west. The pressure threatening Aaron’s chest 
lightened, and a thread of hope weaved through. “Brilliant,” he 
murmured. He sniffed and got up and fumbled in his pockets, hoping 


he carried the exact things he needed. 
» » » 


Far away, in the land of the dragons, Simber, the winged-cheetah 
statue, stirred and looked around. The tiny kitten on his back stood 
and stretched. “Mewmewmew,’ she said. 

“Good question,” said Simber, looking with a puzzled expression 
at the rescue team, who had all turned at the sound and were staring 


at the cats. He was completely disoriented. “When did you rrreturrrn 


frrrom the catacombs? Is Thisbe herrre? Is she okay?” Then the 
giant cat narrowed his eyes and looked harder at the faces of his 
friends, reading their expressions. Realizing who wasn’t there, he 
faltered. “Wherrre is Alex?” 





A Loyal Heart 


The magic returned to Lani’s wheels, and she took in a sharp breath. 
“Thank the gods,” she whispered. Then she turned and quickly 
glided over the rough terrain to Simber’s side to fulfill the promise 
she’d made to Fifer. 

“Simber, Kitten,’ Lani began, trying not to falter, “I’m so sorry. 
You’ve been frozen. We lost our magic. It just happened yesterday.” 
She spoke tentatively at first, then pushed forward to get the 
information out as fast as she could so the statues wouldn't have to 
be in suspenseful agony for long. “We were on the mission to rescue 
Thisbe, but we failed to find her. The Revinir ambushed us. Alex was 
hit by her spear of lightning. It... It struck him in the chest, and... 
he died.” She blinked hard and whispered, “He’s dead.” 

Nearby, Fifer stared at Simber, watching him hear the news. And 
as his face changed, something happened inside her. It felt as if the 
words were finally starting to sink in. The numbness was beginning 
to wear off. And the pain grew. Tears flooded her eyes. 

Simber and Kitten were silent, listening intently to the details. 
When Lani finished, Kitten ran down Simber and over to Crow for 


comfort. But Simber . . . Simber looked away. Then he knelt on the 


forest floor and rested his chin on the ground, placing his giant paws 
over his face. A low groan escaped him, making the forest floor 
vibrate. 

No one knew what to do. Simber’s closest companion for more 
than a dozen years was gone in the blink of an eye, without a good- 
bye. Clearly he didn’t know where to go with his grief either. 

Lani returned to Samheed and Fifer. “Give him a few moments,” 
she said quietly. The enormous cat, frightening as he could be, had 
been sculpted from sand by the original mage of Artimé, Marcus 
Today. Despite that gruff exterior, hed been given a tender heart. 
Simber had been Mr. Today’s first living statue, brought to life for 
one sole purpose—to be a companion and confidant to the head 
mage. And Simber had done that with every ounce of life in him. 
Marcus had filled him with everything noble, brave, loyal, and wise 
that the man had been able to gather and instill. And the cheetah had 
lived every minute of every day for the pleasure and honor of serving 
the head mage. 

When Mr. Today had been killed by Aaron Stowe and the magic 
had disappeared, Simber, who'd been flying above Alex and the white 
boat, had plunged to the bottom of the sea. And when Alex, still a 
young teen, had brought the world back with the help of Sky, Simber 
had awakened to find himself covered in water, unable to remember 
how he’d gotten there. When he’d risen from the depths and had 
come shooting up above the surface, Alex had been there waiting for 
him. Wearing Marcus Today’s robe. It had been a terrible shock. 

Simber’s soft heart had torn in two that day. He’d spent decades 
dedicated to the aging man, protecting the mansion and fighting for 


the world of Artimé, listening to Marcus’s philosophical dilemmas 


time after time after time, offering advice whenever he was asked, 
and sometimes when he wasn’t. It had been a fulfilling and mostly 
peaceful time, until Alex Stowe had come along. 

Despite the boy’s mistakes, Simber had grown to appreciate Alex 
by the time of Marcus’s death, and he’d seen the potential in him. 
But he hadn’t expected to become the new mage’s right-hand 
cheetah so suddenly. He’d thought he had years left with Marcus. 
The transition had been hard at times, and there were more mistakes 
and many battles to come. 

Simber and Alex had grown closer with each one, and as time 
passed, they often could communicate thoughts without needing to 
speak—a look was all it took sometimes. They'd understood one 
another deeply, and they rarely argued in their most recent years 
together. But it had been in the early days when Simber’s love and 
devotion to Alex had grown exponentially. Especially as Alex had 
overcome challenge after challenge, and survived near miss after 
near miss. 

So many close calls had made Alex seem like hed survive 
anything, Simber realized now. A tumult of grief crashed over him, 
and his paws moved to cover his ears as if to block it out. Marcus 
Today hadn’t had nearly the scares that Alex had faced, yet the first 
attack on Marcus had done him in. But Alex ... hed been struck 
down and sent to the hospital ward more times than Simber could 
remember. He'd even suffered permanent injuries, but he’d survived. 
He'd always, always survived. 

Until now. 

The cat closed his eyes, squeezing out a tear. It was disorienting 


being thrust back into the world on a different day. Hed missed a 


full day of listening, smelling the smells of a forest, sensing things 
that werent quite right and warning the others. And it was 
heartbreaking learning of it after waking, and knowing there was 
only one reason for the magic that gave him life to disappear. 

Simber sampled the air, smelling danger and death on it. He 
searched it for signs of Alex, and they were everywhere, growing 
fainter by the moment, or so it seemed. Simber could feel his heart 
shredding inside. He pulled his paws away and pushed himself to his 
feet. The low groan began again from the depths of his chest and 
became a roar that exploded from him without permission or 
warning. It shook the leaves on the trees. Dev cowered behind Seth 
and Fifer. 

“How many times must I go thrrrough this?” Simber moaned. 

It was the only thing he said to the others before walking stiffly to 
the mound of dirt. He stood there for a long moment alone, 
unmoving. 

Carina glanced at Fifer and Lani and the others. “I’m just going to 
stand nearby,” she said. The others nodded. She went to be near 
Simber, staying a respectful distance but wanting to be there in case 
he needed anything. 

Simber knelt and rested his head on the dirt that covered his 
fallen companion. He hadn’t expected to be doing this again so soon. 
Alex should have had decades of life remaining. It wasn’t fair. 

Still bewildered, Simber tried to piece together the time that had 
passed without him in it. Losing the magic always made everything 
happen so abruptly for Artimé’s statues and creatures. Simber would 
never get used to it because of what it meant for him, and him alone. 


The sudden losses that came with being the living-statue confidant 


of the head mage made his situation unique. He never wanted to 
have to do this again. Who would wear the ominous robe next? 

There was guilt, too. Simber hadn’t been there to protect Marcus. 
And he hadn’t been there for Alex, either. How could he go on as a 
protector of Artimé when he couldn’t even keep the head mage alive? 
What was he doing wrong? Perhaps he shouldn’t have let the mission 
proceed without him. But his large proportions prohibited him from 
getting into human-size places. He cringed, knowing there was no 
easy solution. But also knowing that both mages had died by going 
into places Simber couldn’t access. 

Interspersed between waves of guilt were questions about who 
was the head mage now. No one here wore the garment of head 
mage. Should Simber return to Artimé to be there with whoever wore 
it now that the magic was restored? Did the new mage need him like 
Alex had so desperately needed him years ago? What was he 
supposed to do now? They were so far away. 

And who would take Alex’s place here, leading this mission? Alex 
had left him no clues on what to do or who to turn to. He considered 
the group of humans around him, wondering which of them would 
step up. Possibly Carina Holiday—a fierce fighter, one of Artimé’s 
sharpest. Her son, Seth Holiday, was thirteen and just coming into 
his own, but he wasn’t a natural leader. Lani Haluki, Artimé’s writing 
instructor, and her husband, Samheed Burkesh, the theater 
instructor, were also highly skilled. No doubt Lani would consider 
taking on the role. Thatcher, a former Warbleran, was a top-notch 
mage, and he knew this land of the dragons even better than Carina, 
who'd also been here before. But Thatcher wasn’t originally from 


Artimé and would likely refuse the position as temporary leader, 


deferring to someone with more experience. Kaylee Jones was also 
from a foreign land. She was a strong swordswoman but not magical, 
which eliminated her from the running—or at least from taking the 
lead temporarily. Talon was another from a foreign place and, like 
Kaylee, didn’t possess the magic of Artimé. Crow, averse to fighting 
in general, wouldn’t have any desire to be in a position like that. 

And then there was Fifer. One of the two most naturally gifted 
mages Artimé had ever seen. Not yet thirteen, she was younger than 
Alex had been when the job of head mage was thrust upon him. But 
as Simber knew all too well, years passed in an instant, especially for 
a magical statue like him, who had no expectation of ever expiring 
for good. 

Simber closed his eyes, a sharp pain piercing through him. Not 
even fifteen years after Alex had brought the world of Artimé back to 
life, he was gone. And Simber was still here. Would always be here. 
Forever. Or at least for as long as the magic lasted. For a moment he 
longed for the freedom from pain that being put to sleep would grant 
him. OI Tater, the mastodon statue who'd been put to sleep in the 
Museum of Large, certainly had some luck. 

Simber’s eyes flew open wide. OI Tater had come to life the last 
time the world had been restored. Would the people back home 
remember that in time to keep him from terrorizing everyone? There 
was nothing Simber could do about it from this great distance. It was 
terribly distressing. And what must they have been thinking over 
there? 

The cheetah finally turned his head and noticed Carina sitting 


quietly nearby. “Who do you think rrrestorrred the worrrld?” he 
asked her. 


“Our guess is Claire,” said Carina. “But it could have been Aaron.” 

“That’s what I thought.” Simber grew quiet again. He was fond of 
Claire, but he knew she didn’t want the position of head mage. He 
was also one of the few who knew the truth about Aaron Stowe, for 
Alex had told him years before. Though many in Artimé had 
wondered aloud about the strange longevity of the scientists on the 
Island of Shipwrecks, no one knew that Aaron had been given the 
mysterious magical seaweed that had kept him from dying and would 
likely keep him from death forever. In a way, he was a lot like Simber. 

The enormous cat hoped it was Aaron who'd taken rulership of 
the land for his friend Claire Morning’s sake. But he also wanted it 
for a selfish reason. Not because Simber had any kind of affinity 
toward Aaron—he didn’t even know him that well, so that could 
cause a few uncomfortable moments once he was back home. But 
that would work itself out. And even though Aaron had been the one 
to kill Marcus Today, that incident was behind them now, and Aaron 
had earned Simber’s respect. The truth was with Aaron as head 
mage, it would mean less heartache for Simber in the future if Aaron 
truly was immortal. They could be together forever. They could share 
their loneliness and heartbreak together as the humans around them 
lived out their lives and left them for a spot under the dirt. 

“Therrre was no way to get his body home?” Simber murmured, 
more thinking aloud than asking the question, because he could 
imagine the many reasons why they'd chosen to bury Alex here. 

“We didn’t know how long it would be before we had you back,” 
Carina explained. “We considered asking Talon to carry him, but it 
seemed like too much to ask for such a long journey, though I know 


Talon would have said yes. It just didn’t seem feasible. We waited 


several hours for the magic to come back, and debated what to do 
once we got over the shock of .. . of everything. Ultimately we 
decided that with the length of the journey home, carrying his body, 
even waiting one day... It was too long.” 

Simber nodded. “Though I hate to leave his body herrre alone, it’s 
forrr the best. Besides, I wont go home again without Thisbe.” 
Simber surprised himself with the declaration, for the words came 
out before hed thought them through. But it had been Alex’s final 
quest, and Simber was going to carry it out no matter how long it 
took. A burning lump rose to his throat. He turned back to the 
mound of dirt, his heart aching for a word with the late head mage. 
Alex, thought the cat. Tell me what to do. He waited in the silence. 

That is indeed what I want, Alex seemed to whisper in Simber’s ear. 
You know me well. 

It was true. Simber knew it without a doubt. Relief flooded the 
cheetah. Therrre is no need to worrry, he replied, his heart aching. I'll 
see to it. Simber could picture the look in Alex’s eye. The head mage 
could rest easy knowing Simber would carry out his wish. 

Then, Use Fifer. 

At first Simber wasn’t sure why Alex would say that. Perhaps the 
grieving cat’s mind was just playing tricks. Fifer was terribly young. 
But shed proven herself. And there was one other factor that Alex 
had said many times: There’s something special between twins. Use 
Fifer? Simber asked, hoping against hope for some confirmation from 
Alex. But there was only silence. 

And then noises rose all around them. 

Samheed and Lani whirled around to the west. Kaylee and Talon 


turned east. Carina, Seth, and Dev looked south, and Simber and 


Fifer to the north. A dozen green uniforms emerged from the trees. 


The rescue team from Artimé was surrounded. 





Fueled by GrieF 


The green-uniformed soldiers stared for a moment at the strange 
band of vagabonds, looking most fearfully at Simber and Talon. 
“Attack!” ordered their leader. They recklessly rushed forward, 
weapons drawn. 

Not wanting to be recognized, Dev dove for cover. The magical 
Artiméans quickly reached for components while Kaylee and Talon 
drew their swords. Crisp clangs resounded as Kaylee advanced, 
slicing and jabbing at the enemy soldiers. Talon lunged at two of 
them and stuck them one after the other, dropping them alongside 
the one Kaylee had toppled. 

Fifer felt uncontrollable fury rise up—how dare anyone disturb 
their time of mourning? She whipped off three heart attack spells at 
her nearest attacker, felling him, then jumped onto Simber’s back 
and threw another one, connecting with the next soldier, giving him 
a temporary heart attack. Teeth bared, Simber charged angrily 
toward three more soldiers as Fifer continued firing freeze spells. 
Two soldiers went down, and the third narrowly escaped. Lani 
snagged the woman with scatterclips, sending her flying backward 


and pinning her to a tree, then silenced her shouts with a freeze 


spell. Samheed, Carina, and Seth fired off multiple shackle and 
freeze spells at the remaining attackers. And even though this was 
the king’s army, a totally different group than they'd fought before, 
there was no leniency in their counterattack. No one on the rescue 
team had patience for this nonsense. Not today. Not with their leader 
dead in the ground. Within moments, the entire green troop was 
overcome. 

Fifer and the rest ended their attack, almost in shock, looking at 
the frozen and bloodied bodies strewn about. Carina dropped her 
gaze as a fleeting look of regret crossed her expression. But then she 
frowned at the ground, muttering, “You shouldn't have surprised us.” 

Dev lifted his head and took in the gruesome scene, dumbstruck. 
“Egads!” he exclaimed. 

Carina reached out a hand and helped him up. Fifer slid off 
Simber’s back, and she and Seth and a few others searched beyond 
the circle to make sure there weren’t any more soldiers hiding under 
the cover of trees. If there were any, they'd run for their lives by now. 

Samheed seemed disturbed. He put his remaining components in 
his vest. “Talon,” he said quietly, “can you help me remove these 
soldiers from our camp? Let’s put them by the road so they can be 
discovered and tended to.” 

“Of course,” said Talon. 

“Tl help,” said Kaylee, sheathing her sword. Carina nodded and 
went to assist as well. 

Simber, feeling more savage than he’d felt in a long time, had no 
sympathy for anyone attacking his people. He snorted and abruptly 
left the area before he could do something worse to them. Moving 


back to Alex’s graveside, he dropped heavily next to it. 


As Talon, Samheed, Kaylee, and Carina began dragging the 
soldiers out of sight, Dev looked fearfully at Seth and Fifer, perhaps 
unsure if his own life was in danger. But Fifer beckoned the boys to 
sit by her. 

“That was incredible,’ Dev began, eyes wide. “I mean... you sure 
know how to fight.” 

“Did you recognize them?” Seth demanded. 

“A few. They weren't dungeon soldiers.” 

Seth narrowed his eyes. “Do you think they'll come back?” 

“Are they ... alive?” 

“Some of the spells were temporary,” said Seth. “They'll wear off 
in a while. I wonder if we should move camp.” 

“Oh,” said Dev. “I doubt they'll come back after what you did.” He 
looked admiringly at the other two. “How did you learn—” 

Fifer shook her head impatiently, cutting him off. “That’s not 
important. Do you think they recognized you? Or me? Or saw our 
eyes?” 

“I hid as soon as I saw them,” said Dev. “I don’t think they 
recognized anyone. They didn’t have time before you blasted them.” 

“Good,” said Fifer, relaxing a little. She glanced at Simber, who 
seemed to have calmed down a bit. “Maybe we'll be able to stay here. 
I'd hate to move now.” 

The adults and Talon returned after removing the remaining 
fallen soldiers to the roadside. Fifer watched them go to the river to 
wash their hands. “I hope we haven't started something,’ Fifer 
murmured. “It couldn’t be helped, though. There was nothing else 


we could do. They attacked us.” 


“They shouldn’t have done that,” said Seth solemnly, echoing his 
mother’s statement. 

“You're right,’ said Fifer. “They made a big mistake.” She fell 
silent; then her tears welled up again as she suddenly remembered 
Alex, her fighting partner, with a sharpness that made her stomach 
hurt. Dev and Seth watched her helplessly and teared up too. 

A moment later Simber got up and sighed deeply, lingering by the 
graveside, then coming over to where Seth, Fifer, and Dev were 
sitting. The three looked up when he approached. 

“Oh, Simber,’ said Fifer, seeing his pain and getting up to give 
him a hug. She was terribly worried about him. “Thanks for 
protecting us from those attackers.” 

“Fiferrr,’ Simber said quietly. “May I have a worrrd?” 

Fifer nodded. “Sure.” She loosened her grip around his neck and 
went with him for a short walk outside of camp. As they went, she 
laid her hand on his flank, feeling the stony muscle churn as they 
walked. 

“Tm sorrry,” Simber said. 

“Im sorry for you, too,” said Fifer. “What a shock it must have 
been to wake up to all of us standing there without . . . him.” 

Simber nodded. “I’ve always hoped I’d have a last meaningful 
moment, orrr a special worrrd with the mages I’ve serrrved beforrre 
they died,” he said. “I didn’t have that with Alex. But I know he loved 
you and Thisbe verrry much. Even though he didn’t always know 
what to do with you.” 

“T know.” 

“He would want me to tell you that. And he trrrusted you fully, 


especially at the end. He knew what a powerrrful mage you arrre. 


And will continue to be. I believe he saw you as an equal magical 
forrrce at the end. A parrrtner. He .. . He lit up. His face, his 
attitude ... in a way I hadn’t seen in a long time. That was parrrtly 
because of you.” 

Fifer nodded and swallowed hard. “But I didn’t save him.” 

Simber stopped walking and turned his head sharply toward her. 
“You couldn’t have. Lani said the grrroup was ambushed, and he died 
immediately. Therrre was nothing you could have done.” 

Fifer was silent. 

“Do you hearrr me?” 

“Yes, Simber. Thank you.” 

Simber hesitated. “I want you to know that I trrrust you too.” 

“You do?” 

“Yes. And while we continue ourrr rrrescue of Thisbe, I'll take 
input frrrom everrryone. But it’s yourrr voice I'll listen to above all. 
So if something feels off, you must tell me.” 

Fifer wasn’t sure what to say. It was the biggest compliment she'd 
ever received at the worst of all possible times. Somehow it meant 
even more to her because of it. “I will tell you.” 

“That means you need to find and listen to yourrr innerrr voice, 
yourrr instinct, and be one with it. Believe it when it tells you 
something. Don’t push it away.” 

Fifer nodded, unsure how to do that. But wanting badly to learn. 
“Why do you trust me?” she asked. 

“Because you prrroved yourrrself. But also because I underrrstand 
the connection you have with Thisbe. She’s yourrr twin. You will 


know what to do morrre than any of us when the time comes to go 


afterrr herrr again. Did you feel herrr prrresence in the catacombs 
when you werrre down therrre fighting? Was she nearrr?” 

Fifer glanced away. “N-no,” she said, growing concerned. “Not 
really. I didn’t feel... much.” Nothing at all was more like it. But had 
she missed something important? Was Fifer supposed to have some 
strong inner connection with Thisbe that would answer all of these 
questions? Because she hadn’t felt anything like that the whole time. 
She'd felt more connected to Alex, in fact, than to Thisbe, while in 
the catacombs. “Is that bad?” 

“No,” said Simber. “I don’t think so.” But he seemed troubled. 
“Perrrhaps yourrr connection to Thisbe isn’t as strrrong as Alex’s 
was to Aarrron. Marrrcus and Justine werrren’t close like that 
eitherrr.” 

Fifer’s heart fell. She felt somehow terribly inadequate, like she’d 
failed some very important twin test. They turned back toward camp. 

“Orrr,’ said Simber, glancing at her with sympathy, “maybe it 
simply tells us that she wasn’t actually down wherrre you expected 
herrr to be.” 

“What do you mean?” Fifer asked. In her mind she went over the 
horrible surprise attack on Alex. Then, with a start, she remembered 
something that the Revinir had said. Thisbe isn’t here anymore. Fifer 
turned to tell Simber, but out of nowhere, something else caught her 
attention. Speeding through the air toward them was an entire fleet 
of seek spells. 

As the balls of light entered camp, they split up, and all but one 
came to a stop in front of Fifer, Kaylee, Carina, Kitten, Crow, Talon, 


Seth, Thatcher . . . and Alex’s grave. The one that kept going 


continued through the forest and out toward the Dragonsmarche 
square. 

The lone spell caught Simber’s eye and puzzled him. But then he 
realized it was probably heading to the catacombs, to Thisbe. By the 
time he looked harder, the fiery ball was long gone, and the trail of 
light was fading fast. 





A Fourth Opening 


The barrage of seek spells reached the rescue team in the land of the 
dragons and exploded in front of the loved ones they were sent to, 
causing fresh chaos and much commotion. Carina immediately 
realized what the people of Artimé must be thinking. “They want to 
know if we're all dead,” she said grimly. “Quickly—everyone respond 
with whatever seek spell items you’ve got so they know were okay.” 

“I don’t have anything—I can’t respond,” Kaylee lamented as a 
seek spell from Aaron faded in front of her. “How can I let him know 
I’m okay? Can anyone do it for me?” 

“You don’t have anything that Aaron created with you?” Lani 
asked. 

“Aaron’s creativity lies in making machines,” Kaylee stressed. 
“Not exactly easy to travel with. Besides, I can’t do the magic 
anyway. So it wouldn’t have done me any good.” 

“Oh, you can do this spell,” said Fifer, rejoining the group. “Even 
Kitten can do it, and she can’t even say the word.” Seth nodded in 
agreement as he and Carina sent seek spells to Sean. Thatcher sent 


one to Henry. 


Kitten proved them right by pulling something tiny from inside 
her fur and saying “Mewmewmew!” A ball of light shot from her 
paws, nearly toppling her over backward. 

“You think I can do it even if I don’t have anything Aaron’s 
created?” asked Kaylee. 

Lani pursed her lips, like she couldn't believe Kaylee wouldn't 
carry with her something special to remind her of her husband on a 
trip like this. “Nothing at all? Not even a love note or a poem or... 
9” 

“Tm just not sentimental like that,” said Kaylee. 

Lani wasn’t about to give up. “What about a belt or some jewelry 
he’s made?” 

“Your ring,’ said Samheed. “Aaron designed your wedding ring 
and gave it to you—that fits the rules of the spell. Try it!” 

With shaking fingers Kaylee removed her wedding band and held 
it tightly in her palm. 

“Now concentrate on the item and on the person who gave it to 
you,” said Lani. “Picture the ball of light going to wherever Aaron is. 
When you've got a good solid feeling about it, say ‘seek, and it 
should work.” 

Anxious, and knowing that her husband must be tied in knots 
with worry, Kaylee closed her eyes and took a minute to concentrate 
and do what Lani told her to do. 

“It helps to believe you can do it,’ Seth offered. 

Kaylee let out a breath and nodded. She continued concentrating, 
picturing the seek spell flying toward Aaron, and believing in her 
ability to do it. The others remained quiet as they sent out whatever 


additional seek spells they were capable of casting based on the 


items they carried with them, and the silence was occasionally 
broken by a whisper of the word or the sound of the spell blasting 
out and away. 

Finally Kaylee felt a calm come over her. With it came a sense of 
confidence. She seized the moment and whispered, “Seek.” A ball of 
light flew from her hand. When she opened her eyes, she could see 
its tail fading, the ball flying eastward. “Whew,” she muttered, then 
turned to look at everyone. “I did it!” 

The others congratulated her and breathed a sigh of relief on her 
behalf—it wouldve been awful for everyone but Aaron to get 
confirmation that they were okay. Him of all people. 

“Has everyone else finished?” asked Kaylee. 

As the others confirmed that they’d sent theirs off, Kaylee noticed 
Simber returning to Alex’s grave. Above the mound hovered an 
unexploded seek spell. “Simber?” Kaylee said, walking over to him. 
“What’s that?” 

“This one... ,” Simber said, looking at the spell and choking up. 
“It can’t be deliverrred.” 

Kaylee reached Simber and stood looking at the hovering ball of 
light. “I wonder who it’s from.” As they stood there, two more seek 
spells flew in and hovered alongside the first. Then a fourth one 
came. 

“Everyone's hoping for a response from him,” said Kaylee, tearing 
up as she imagined what was happening back home. “They’re 
praying it’s all a big mistake.” 

“They ll learrrn soon enough when all of ourrr rrreturn spells 
arrrive without one frrrom Alex.” 


“How long does it take?” 


“Not long.” Simber looked up at the others. “Does anyone here 
have something that Thisbe crrreated?” 

Several of them did—it had been a given, considering they'd be 
searching for her. But they hadn’t been sending them to her for fear 
of tipping off the Revinir or other onlookers in the catacombs. They 
hadn’t wanted to risk using the spell and putting her in danger 
unless it was absolutely necessary. 

“Someone frrrom Arrrtimé sent a spell, and I saw it whiz by us, 
towarrrd the catacombs,” Simber said. “I assume they werrre sending 
it to Thisbe. I hope it doesn’t put herrr in a bind.” 

“So she is still down there!” said Fifer. The Revinir had lied. 

“Though it could have been meant for Arrrabis, I suppose,” 
Simber added. 

“I don’t think that Arabis was tasked with creating anything for 
someone back home,” said Carina, her voice doubtful. “But certainly 
Aaron would have something of Thisbe’s.” 

“Thisbe doesn’t have any items from any of us, though,” Fifer 
reminded them. “I was carrying the page of a script from Seth in my 
pocket when she got snatched up by the Revinir. Neither of us had 
any other created gifts. So she can’t reply.” 

“We could send her a spell, but it’s a big risk, especially now that 
weve failed to rescue her once already,’ said Thatcher. “If the 
Revinir sees it or hears about it, she'll know enough to suspect we're 
coming for her again.” 

Dev spoke up. “There are almost always guards around the slaves, 
and I bet the Revinir has put more on Thisbe now that you attempted 
to rescue her. They'd definitely get angry at Thisbe if they saw 
something like that. They'd tell the Revinir. They aren’t very kind.” 


“I hope we haven’t caused more trouble for poor Thisbe,’ said 
Lani. “I agree with Thatcher. We don’t want to do anything to 
jeopardize her safety. It’s too bad, though. It would’ve been helpful 
as we plan our next move.” 
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“Perrrhaps we should discuss that now,” said Simber, looking at 
Fifer. “Arrre we agrrreed that we won't leave herrre without Thisbe?” 

“Im not leaving without her,” said Fifer decisively. 

“Neither am I,” said Seth. 

The decision was unanimous. 

“Should we move our camp?” asked Lani. “Now that the green- 
uniformed soldiers know where we are?” 

Talon spoke up. “It’s my fault they attacked us,” he said. 

“And mine,” said Simber. “We werrre distrrracted. It won't happen 
again—lI can assurrre you Talon and I will be watching forrr them. I 
think we should rrremain herrre at least until Arrrabis rrreturns, so 
she can find us. With luck, it won't be too long.” 

Fifer spoke up. “Dev doesn’t think the soldiers will return after we 
decimated them.” She looked around uneasily. “But I don’t think I 
want to make it easy for them to find us if they ever decide to.” 

Talon nodded. “Perhaps a couple of you can scout out a location 
you'd like to move to once we're ready.” 

Samheed and Lani agreed to take on the task. 

“But what about Thisbe?” asked Seth anxiously. “Do we have a 
plan?” 

Fifer noticed Simber looking at her, a mixture of kindness and 
sorrow in his eyes. With a start she realized he was waiting for her to 
answer the question. “Oh,” she said, not quite sure what else to say. 
“Well. Let’s, uh, figure out how to find her.” 


Carina nodded. “I’m worried that if we try the same thing we did 
last time, they'll be ready for us. So we need a new approach.” 

“Maybe Dev can help,” said Fifer. “He knows his way around 
inside there.” 

“Yes,” said Lani, turning to the boy. “Can you shine some light on 
the conditions in the catacombs? Is there any other way out besides 
the three exits?” 

Dev, who'd been mostly silent in the presence of the larger group, 
was still marveling over the magic hed seen these people do so 
effortlessly. So destructively. Hed witnessed Thisbe doing a couple 
of things in the past, but if shed had the ability to freeze everybody, 
or to use those clips to pin soldiers to the wall, they could have 
escaped the catacombs ages ago. He wanted to know more, but Fifer 
clearly didn’t want to talk about it today. At the mention of his name, 
he looked up. “Sorry. What’s that?” 

“Is there any other way in and out of the catacombs?” 

Dev shook his head. “Just the three exits you already know about: 
Castle dungeon, Dragonsmarche elevator, and the cave opening on 
the far side by the lake.” 

“Mewmewmew,’ suggested Kitten. 

Everyone looked at Simber to translate. 

“Thank you forrr the offerrr, Kitten,’ Simber replied. “We’ll let 
you know if we need you to make that arrrduous jourrrney again. But 
I hate to put you thrrrough that. And I’m not surrre what good it 
would do, otherrr than confirrrm Thisbe is down therrre.” 

“Which we're already quite sure of,” added Fifer, “since the seek 


spell went that way.” 


Kitten gave a tiny smile and nestled into the fabric on Crow’s 
shoulder. The others contemplated quietly, hoping to come up witha 
solution. 

After a moment, Lani spoke up. “It seems strange that there’s no 
other access to air in such a sprawling system. No vents anywhere? 
What about for cooking—where does the smoke go?” 

Dev lifted his head. “Oh,” he said, his eyes lighting up. “The 
kitchen! That’s right! There’s a vent in the ceiling of the Revinir’s 
kitchen where Thisbe and I worked. The smoke from the fires drifts 
up there. It didn’t seem very big, though.” 

Lani raised an eyebrow and leaned forward eagerly. “So you're 
saying Thisbe might be in the room under the vent sometimes?” 

“If she’s still working for the Revinir, she would be.” He tugged his 
shirtsleeves down over his scales as he remembered the tasks they'd 
done. So far no one had noticed the scales. 

“How can we find the vent?” asked Lani. “Maybe there’s a 
possibility for a rescue, or at least a way to communicate. Where 
does the vent come out, would you say?” 

Dev frowned, thinking about where the kitchen was in relation to 
the elevator and then considering where that might be under the 
city. “It’s hard to guess exactly because of how the catacombs are laid 
out,” said Dev. “The passageways twist and turn a lot, and it’s 
impossible to tell which direction you’re facing down there. But the 
kitchen exhaust probably vents somewhere down one of the cobbled 
streets or alleyways.” 

There were many dozens of those. 

“Which direction?” asked Fifer. 


Dev closed an eye as he tried to figure it out. “It would be on this 
side of the square. Between it and the castle.” 

“Is it worth scouting for it?” asked Samheed, sounding doubtful. 
“Especially if the vent is so small no one can fit through it. We don’t 
want to tear it up and accidentally cave in the ceiling on top of her.” 

Kitten’s eyes glazed over. She sighed heavily. 

Crow glanced at her and couldn't help smiling. 

“Mew. Mew. Mew.” 


Everyone turned this time. 





Hoping to Connect 


Thisbe had been staring at the scales on her arms, lost in dark 
memories, when the seek spell reached her. She gasped as it 
exploded into a picture of a painted daisy on a pebble. She knew 
immediately the spell had come from Aaron, for she’d given him the 
pebble when she was five years old for this exact purpose. It was the 
first seek spell she'd received since the Revinir had taken her captive. 
She wasn’t quite sure why, but it made her cry. Maybe because she 
wasn't able to send one in return. More likely it was because it finally 
seemed like someone was looking for her after all this time. 

“Who is it from?” asked Sky frantically. “Can you send a 
response?” 

Thisbe shook her head. “It was from Aaron. But I don’t have any 
created items from anyone.” She looked at the floor of the cave they 
now called home, regret filling her. “I didn’t do a very good job of 
planning ahead when Fifer and Seth and I snuck away to save the 
dragons.” 

“Do you think Aaron is looking for you? Do you think he’s in this 
world?” 


“T don’t know. It came from the direction of home.” 


Sky wasn’t magical, but an idea dawned on her now that she was 
finally with someone who was. “If I have something that Alex gave 
me, can I give it to you and have you send a seek spell to him?” 

Thisbe thought about that. “No,” she said slowly, reasoning aloud. 
“It won’t work because he didn’t give it to me. If you give me an item 
that another person created... I don’t think anything would happen. 
But it’s an easy spell. Do you want to try it?” 

Rohan looked on curiously, taking it in. 

“You know I’m not very good at this stuff,’ said Sky. “All I know 
how to do magically is run the white boat.” 

“If you can run the boat, you can do a seek spell,’ Thisbe assured 
her. “Do you have an item from someone?” 

“Yes. From Alex. Naturally.” 

“Well, then,” said Thisbe, growing excited once she realized what 
it could mean for them. “That’s great news—maybe we can find 
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someone to come after us!” Thisbe taught Sky how to perform the 
spell, and then gave her some space so she could concentrate. She 
moved over to where Rohan sat, and they exchanged a hopeful 
glance. 

Sky reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of slate. She 
ran her finger over it. Its edges, once sharp and ragged, had been 
worn down after spending years in her various pockets. Shed never 
gone anywhere without it and had often held it as a source of 
comfort over the past few weeks. She turned it over and looked at it. 
Roughly etched in the stone was a silly poem that Alex had written. 

In the morning 
and when it’slate (ha!) 


my love for you 


will never 

Sky smiled to read it. Alex had run out of space to write the last 
word but had given it to her anyway, making her guess what it was, 
and that had somehow made the gift more special. It showed Alex’s 
goofy side, something shed seen less frequently in recent years. 
“Abate,” she murmured, finishing the poem. Then she clutched it 
and closed her eyes. Thisbe glanced at Rohan, who seemed 
enthralled by the way Sky had gazed so lovingly at the rock. 

“She adores him,” Rohan said quietly. “Look at her face.” 

Thisbe turned to look. For the first time she studied Sky from a 
stranger’s perspective, and she saw what Rohan was talking about. It 
was pure and unabashed love glowing through her skin and in the 
slight curl of her parted lips. “My brother Alex isn’t easy to love,” 
Thisbe whispered. “But he adores her, too.” 

“It’s beautiful to see,” Rohan said. “My parents were in love like 
that.” 

“Now watch,” Thisbe said, hearing him but preoccupied with 
what Sky was doing with the spell. “It'll shoot out that way.” She 
pointed out the cave to the left, which she believed was east—it was 
the direction of home, which was where Aaron’s seek spell had come 
from. 

Sky was still for a long moment. Then, with a soft breath, she 
whispered, “Seek.” 

A ball of light shot from Sky’s hands out of the cave, startling her. 
But it didn’t go the way Thisbe had predicted. Instead it went out the 
other direction and disappeared. 

“That’s strange,” said Thisbe, getting up to see where it had gone. 
“Do I have my directions mixed up?” 


“The way you pointed is east,’ confirmed Rohan. “But the ball of 
light went west. Is there a rule on how it flies?” 

“It takes the shortest path,’ said Thisbe, growing even more 
puzzled. 

Sky followed Thisbe. “What’s wrong? Did I mess it up?” 

“Nothing’s wrong, exactly,” said Thisbe, peering out of the cave, 
“but I’m confused. Aaron’s seek spell to me came from the direction 
of home. But the one you sent to Alex went the other way. Which 
means...” She looked at the faint trail of light that quickly diffused 
in the sunlight. “Hang on. I’m going to check it out.” She ran after it. 
It wrapped around the rocky hill and along the lake, and went 
straight up, past the mouth of the cave that led to the catacombs. 

As the light faded away, Thisbe squinted, trying to figure out 
where the seek spell could have gone. Rohan and Sky came up 
behind her, and she pointed to where the trail of light had been. 
“What’s up there, beyond the rocky hill and the catacomb entrance? 
The spell curved around and up.” 

“Beyond the hill to the east is where Dragonsmarche is,” said Sky. 
“There’s a rough path that goes up this way—I stumbled across it 
when I was searching for a place to camp.” She pointed away from 
the cave. 

“But . . ? Thisbe hesitated. “We were in the Dragonsmarche 
square when the Revinir snatched me and took me down in the 
elevator.” She was momentarily disoriented, trying to line up the 
outdoor locations to the maze of passageways underground and 
realizing that the tunnels must have twisted even more than shed 
thought. 


“Yes,” Rohan confirmed. “Were nearest the southwest corner of 
the square. The elevator is quite a hike over that way, on the opposite 
end.” He waved toward the north and east. “And the forest is beyond 
that.” 

“The forest?” Thisbe murmured. She remembered it. The other 
two gazed at the intimidating mountain wall while Thisbe got her 
bearings. Then she turned to Sky. “You said you went up to the 
market the other day, right? How long does it take to get up there?” 

“An hour or more to climb up. Not as long coming down, 
obviously.” 

Thisbe checked the sun’s location in the sky. “Should we venture 
out tonight to find Alex?” she asked. 

“Why not go right now?” asked Sky, anxious. 

“Because of our eyes.” Thisbe told Sky the history of Grimere as it 
pertained to the former human and dragon rulers, and how the 
dragons had been banished or, like the black-eyed humans, driven 
out of power and sold as slaves. Rohan further explained how owning 
a black-eyed slave was a sort of status symbol among the higher class 
and current royalty. 

“So that’s why the pirates threatened you so long ago,’ Sky mused, 
looking at Thisbe. “They knew you were valuable back then already. 
I'd often wondered about that.” 

“I suppose.” Thisbe explained to Rohan that the pirates they'd 
fought had threatened to sell her and Fifer many years before, when 
they were only two years old, but nobody knew why. 

“We shouldnt go out right now because of our eyes,’ Rohan 
agreed, “but also because the Revinir’s soldiers would recognize us if 


they’re out and about.” 


“Right,” said Thisbe. She turned back to Sky. “Plus, we don’t want 
anyone to see us perform the seek spell if we can help it. It would 
draw too much attention to us in a nonmagical world.” Thisbe had 
only been in the square for a short time, but it had been packed with 
people—it didn’t seem safe. 

“It would draw enormous curiosity,” agreed Rohan. “There’s no 
natural magic in Grimere at all. Except for the Revinir’s, of course.” 

“You can go alone if you want to, Sky,” said Thisbe. “I know you 
must be so anxious. We can wait here for you. Soon I expect Alex will 
send you a seek spell in return—once he gets over the shock of 
seeing yours.” She smiled, imagining how surprised Alex must be, for 
surely they must have thought Sky had perished. “Does he have 
something of yours?” 

“Oh, yes, I would imagine so,” said Sky. “He’s sentimental enough. 
Though,” she continued, thinking about it, “I don’t know that I’ve 
ever created art for him, other than singing a song now and then, 
which he can’t exactly keep in his pocket. I’m more creative with 
science and mathematics. I may have given him a chart or graph at 
some point.... Would that work?” She looked worried. 

“Of course it would,” said Thisbe. 

Sky hesitated, glancing up the steep incline. Then she shook her 
head. “Now that we’ve found each other, I don’t want to go anywhere 
without you. Especially with how dangerous it is for you two. We 
need to stick together. Our cave isn’t exactly invisible, you know? I 
mean, I haven’t seen anybody venture down there, but that doesn’t 
mean they can’t.” 

“Tm glad we'll stick together,’ Thisbe admitted. “Though I’m 


much better at aiming my explosions now than when you last saw 


me, so I can protect myself.’ She smiled, thinking of all the hours of 
practice shed had inside her crypt. “Once we go up to the square and 
the coast is clear, you can send another seek spell to Alex in case he 
doesn’t have anything you created with him. We’ll be able to follow 
the light until it fades. Then we'll send another. If we do it late at 
night, the spell will be super bright, but hopefully there won’t be 
anyone around to notice.” 

Sky nodded. Her anxious look didn’t fade, though. As they started 
walking back to the cave, she asked, “Why wouldn’t anyone have sent 
a seek spell to me when I got sucked into the Island of Fire? Not 
even Alex? Or Scarlet? She was right there. She saw me go down. 
Does that mean no one has anything from me?” 

Thisbe contemplated the question. “They probably assumed you 
were dead,” she said, as kindly as she could. “Especially with Scarlet 
witnessing it. So they wouldn’t think it would do any good.” 

“Of course you're right,” said Sky. “And it must have taken time 
for Alex to learn of my disappearance. Poor Alex.” She shook her 
head. “Then again, it really could have been because nobody has 
anything I’ve ever created. I can’t think of one single thing. That’s 
just not me, you know?” 

“Like I said,’ Thisbe responded patiently, “we'll find them one 
way or another.” Thisbe wanted to find Alex as desperately as Sky 
did. She put a reassuring hand on Sky’s back and glanced over her 
shoulder to make sure Rohan was following. He smiled and winked 
at her, and Thisbe felt her face get warm. 

“All right,” said Sky as they approached their sparse home. “Let’s 
go catch some fish for dinner. I need to keep busy, or I'll go crazy 


waiting.” She entered the cave to collect her makeshift fishing gear, 


then stopped and turned. “Sooo... are you sure that seek spell I sent 
didn’t just go that direction because I messed up?” 

“I don’t know,” Thisbe answered truthfully. “I’ve never actually 
made a mistake on that spell. But we'll find out more tonight.” 

“Yes,” said Sky, her face clearing. “And who knows?” she added. 
“Maybe we'll be on our way home by morning. We can always 
dream.” 

“Home!” Thisbe grinned and let out a sigh, imagining it. 
“Wouldn't that be amazing?” 

“It would.” Sky turned and smiled at the girl, then grabbed her 
hand and squeezed. “Let’s keep that hope alive.” 

Rohan watched Sky and Thisbe, seeing the excitement dance on 
their faces. He tried to smile too, but his lips wouldn’t curl. And his 
empty expression didn’t matter anyway—the two weren't looking. He 
glanced up at the cave entrance to the catacombs, knowing his 
enslaved friends were toiling away while he was free. And he began 
to wonder what exactly he was supposed to do all by himself once 


Thisbe was gone. 





A Sigh oF RelieF 


The return seek spells from the rescue team went whizzing back to 
Artimé, each one causing a shout of joy from the people who’d been 
desperately waiting. Aaron noted them with relief, but at the same 
time he cursed himself for not teaching Kaylee the spell and giving 
her something he created to use. But after years of peace and calm in 
their world, it had grown difficult to imagine people could suddenly 
and tragically die—important people in his life. In one abrupt 
moment, those days were gone. 

How long would he be wondering if Kaylee had died along with 
Alex? Would their son, Daniel, grow up not remembering his 
mother? It was unthinkable. Yet all too familiar. Even his sisters 
didn’t remember their parents. Why had he let himself grow so 
complacent? 

Around him, Sean, and Henry’s fears were assuaged. Cheers 
erupted at proof that Carina, Seth, Lani, Samheed, and Thatcher 
were indeed alive. Aaron, grateful but growing more distressed, 
withdrew inside himself, remembering the muttering dissenters. 
Thinking about how he really didn’t deserve someone as wonderful 


as Kaylee Jones to be in his life. Aaron had done some terrible things, 


even to family members like his father, a burier, who had been a 
quiet man. A Necessary. Aaron had been horrible to him back when 
hed been so misguided by the errant ideals of the High Priest 
Justine. He wrestled with the memory of how he'd made his father 
work so hard, then sent him to the Ancients Sector. Luckily, 
Secretary, Eva Fathom—who was Carina’s now-deceased mother— 
had gotten him out of that scrape. But Aaron hadn’t made up for it. 
He deeply regretted that his parents had been killed by Quill’s 
notorious wall coming down. A deed he’d orchestrated. 

His mother had died protecting Thisbe and Fifer. It seemed fitting 
for her. She’d been quiet too, like their father. Like most Necessaries. 
Her striking beauty had been downplayed and her features grayed by 
the desert land of Quill. But Aaron remembered her face every time 
he looked at his sisters. They had her eyes, her warm skin tone, her 
dark brown curls. As Fifer and Thisbe grew to look more like women 
every day, their resemblance to their mother became more evident. 
But their personalities were very different from their mother’s 
quietness. 

It made Aaron wonder if his mother had been more outspoken as 
a girl and a young woman. Had she been adventurous? Creative? 
Loud? What had she really been like? Had she even been born in 
Quill? Nobody wrote down such things or talked about them—it was 
too much like storytelling, which had been against the law in Quill 
for decades. Now the stories were slowly coming out from within 
that community, under Gunnar Haluki and Claire Morning’s 
encouragement. Drips of history, for there remained a lot of fear of 
sharing. Still, it was happening. But as far as Aaron knew, his 


mother’s story was buried with her. 


Would his parents have been sad to learn of Alex’s death? They'd 
sent him away to die once before with no outward emotion. They’d 
been trained so well. They'd probably always lived in fear of getting 
sent to the Ancients Sector. Both declared Necessaries, they must 
have been caught at least once doing something creative. That was 
the definition of a Necessary—caught once, but then reformed. Or at 
least never caught again. Aaron had made himself sick with worry 
about it as a child. 

Aaron, a Wanted, had actually been caught once, drawing with a 
stick in the mud, but Alex had generously taken the blame for him 
since hed already been given numerous infractions. Now Aaron 
wondered what his parents had done wrong to be deemed 
Necessaries. And he realized he had no idea. No inkling of what they 
would have been like if they'd lived in Artimé instead of Quill. No 
idea who they were as people. That haunting look that his father had 
given him when Aaron had so rashly sent the man to be put to death 
—Aaron would never forget it. What had his mother thought of him 
once shed found out? Would she have cared? Aaron hadn't 
witnessed any sign of affection between his parents, not even in the 
privacy of their home. They’d spoken civilly with each other and 
never fought, at least not in front of Alex and Aaron. Who were they? 
Did they even know each other? Did they know themselves? Or did 
they just . . . exist with one another until death took their nothing 
lives away? 

With the loss of Alex, and with Kaylee’s status unknown, Aaron 
floundered in his memories and tried to push back the voices that 
said he deserved these heartaches. He’d been a terrible person. He’d 


killed the original mage of Artimé—and now he was wearing that 


man’s robe and leading his people. Turning away from being a 
terrible dictator had been tremendously difficult, and even somewhat 
out of his control, at least at first. Ultimately it had been a rewarding 
shift for Aaron. And it was all thanks to the scientists Ishibashi, Ito, 
and Sato, also known as the grandfathers. 

But now Aaron was left with a million questions. And as much as 
he tried to eliminate them, they pounded him from all sides. Would 
he move here, to Artimé, with Daniel? Live in the head mage’s 
quarters, filled with constant reminders of Alex? What about the 
dissenting Artiméans who protested Aaron’s leadership? How would 
he handle that conflict when he knew full well that they were 
justified in their feelings? And what about the scientists? They 
didn’t want to leave their island, but with all three of them well over 
one hundred years old now, they needed help with their experiments 
and with sailing their boat. Who would go to be with them? 

The seek spell arrivals slowed. Aaron glanced at the water 
between Artimé and the Island of Legends and noticed Florence, the 
ebony-colored stone statue and Magical Warrior trainer, slowly 
rising from the sea and coming toward him. She’d no doubt walked 
from that island along the sea bottom. Her visit pulled Aaron from 
his morbid thoughts. He jogged to the edge of the water to greet her, 
feeling strange and self-conscious in the robe, and knowing that she 
likely had guessed by now what had happened. “Florence,” he said, 
looking up and searching her face. “How are you? You've figured out 
the horrible news?” 

“Thats why I came,” Florence said. As a magical statue, shed 
awakened to Lhasa, the legendary snow lion on the Island of 


Legends, floating just above the ground as usual, circling her and 


exclaiming that Florence had been frozen for an entire day. Issie, the 
sea monster, had been there too, worrying over the statue. They'd 
never seen Artime’s Magical Warrior trainer like that before. “I knew 
right away what must’ve happened,” Florence told Aaron. “My, but 
it’s a jarring experience. I can’t believe he’s .. . gone. 1 m—I’m so 
sorry, Aaron. I don’t know of anything to say that would give you 
comfort. I’m heartbroken.” 

“Thank you,” said Aaron quietly. He took in a steadying breath 
and let it out. “At least we’re discovering that some of the others are 
okay. So far Carina, Seth, Thatcher, Lani, and Samheed have returned 
seek spells.” Another seek spell was sighted in the distance, just a 
pinprick in the sky, and the people of Artimé pointed and waited to 
see who it would go to. 

“How did you get here so quickly from the Island of Shipwrecks?” 
asked Florence. “And how did you know to come?” 

“I felt it,’ said Aaron quietly. “Alex’s life fading away. The moment 
it happened, I imagine. It was a searing cut to the heart,’ he said, 
tapping the spot. “I thought I might be dying myself, and then just as 
quickly the pain eased and left a... a dull aching emptiness, I 
suppose. It dawned on me that the unthinkable could have happened. 
I dashed to the tube on my island and discovered it was gone. 
That... That confirmed everything, though I didn’t want to believe 
it.” He eyed the sea where Pan appeared in the lagoon, having circled 
the island. She floated respectfully offshore in case she was needed. 
“T let out a cry, and with some luck Pan had been nearby, and she 
knew to come. Within moments she was there. I left Daniel with the 
grandfathers, gathered a few things, and came. By the time I got 
here, the place was utterly destroyed.” He shook his head, 


remembering the sight. “Claire and Gunnar and the others were 
nearly to the point of restoring it.’ He looked down at the robe. 
“Claire asked me to do it,” he said apologetically. 

“She never wanted the job,” Florence said. “She saw how hard it 
was, watching her father.” 

Aaron nodded. He was in for an eternity of difficulty. He pinched 
his eyes shut, then opened them again and scanned the western 
horizon. “Are you worried about Talon?” 

“Not really,” said Florence, though her expression betrayed her. 
“Its almost impossible for him to die. But I wish I'd taught him to do 
a seek spell. It just never seemed necessary. Now I’m kicking myself.” 

“Im cursing myself for the same thing. It’s not a hard spell to 
learn—why didn’t I teach it to Kaylee? That was so stupid of me.” 

The ball of light grew larger and stopped in front of Florence. The 
two raised eyebrows at each other. 

“Talon?” Aaron asked, incredulous. 

“I hardly think so,’ said Florence. It exploded, bursting into a 
stick-drawn picture... of the Magical Warrior trainer herself. It took 
Florence less than a second to remember who she’d given that to. 
“Oh!” she said. “It’s from Fifer!” She blew out a breath of relief. 
“Thank goodness she’s okay.” 

“That’s a huge load off my mind,” said Aaron, clutching his robe 
in relief. “Though Fifer’s so powerful—I was less worried about her 
than the others. Now... have they got Thisbe with them yet? I don’t 
think we'll find out this way, since Fifer told me before she left that 
Thisbe doesn’t have anything from any of us. I couldn’t help but send 
one to Thiz, though.” 


“I don’t blame you.” 


Another ball of light appeared, and everyone watched as it flew 
through the air and stopped in front of Fox, confirming Kitten’s 
status. Fox melted into a puddle of sobs, even though Kitten would 
have to die a lot of times for her to be dead forever, so he need not 
have worried quite so much. 

As the relieved loved ones celebrated the safety of their rescue 
team members, one last ball of light appeared in the west. Aaron 
swallowed hard, his heart pounding. He knew it couldn't be Kaylee, 
unless... unless ... someone there had taught her the spell. But did 
Kaylee carry anything with her that Aaron had created and given to 
her? He didn’t think so. She wasn’t a sentimental person. 

The ball came to a stop in front of Aaron, and Florence gave hima 
hopeful glance. Others nearby watched to see who it could be from. 
When it exploded into an image of a wedding ring—the ring Aaron 
had designed and given to Kaylee five years ago—Aaron clutched 
Florence’s arm, then sank to his knees. He covered his face with his 
hands. A sob let loose from his chest. 

At least he hadn’t lost her, too. 





Revising the Plan 


The rescue team, having alerted all the ones they could alert, broke 
for a meal at camp while Talon and Simber kept a careful lookout in 
case the green army was foolish enough to return. Afterward 
Samheed and Lani went scouting for a new camp location. 

When the pair was out of hearing range of the others, Lani let out 
a deep sigh. 

“You doing okay, love?” Samheed asked. 

“Not really. You?” 

“No.” 

They went in silence, Lani navigating the uneven ground easily 
now that the magic was back, and Samheed walking beside her, 
holding her hand. “I don’t want to let go of you,” Samheed said after 
a while. “Ever. I’m scared.” 

Lani looked sidelong at him. “I’m afraid too. Were losing 
everyone.” 

“I just... I can’t believe he’s gone. It was so quick! I mean, with 
Meghan, I felt like things went in slow motion. Like maybe there was 
a chance to save her, you know? We rushed her to the hospital ward. 


Henry tried... but then he couldn't do anything. And she was gone.” 


Lani nodded. “But with Alex, it was instantaneous. One second 
changed everything.” She moved around a tree. “He was supposed to 
be our invincible one.” 

Samheed swallowed hard. “I’m so angry.” 

“T know.” 

“I mean it. I haven’t felt this angry in a long time. Not since early 
on in Artimé. It feels out of control.” 

Lani squeezed his hand and skirted around a clump of trees. “I 
wish Mr. Appleblossom were here to help you through it. He was 
such a rock for you.” She hesitated. “What would he tell you now?” 

Samheed was silent for a long moment, his lips pressed into a 
hard line. “Hed tell me to take my feelings and write them into a 
play.” 

Lani came to a stop and turned to face her husband. She looked 
into his troubled eyes. “Are you going to do that?” 

Samheed looked down at her. With gentle fingers he pushed a lock 
of her hair off her face. His eyes brimmed. “I don’t think I have any 


good words left inside me.” 
» >» » 


Back at camp, Fifer, feeling troubled and unsettled, wandered the 
area doing little that was productive. She couldn't stop thinking 
about Alex and how painful it felt to lose him. Being separated from 
Thisbe was overshadowed by this throbbing new wound. Fifer never 
wanted to go through something like this again—she couldn't. It 
made her sick just thinking about it. Fearing it. All she wanted to do 


was to collect everyone she knew and keep them safe in the mansion. 


But she couldn't do that. It was the most helpless feeling she’d ever 
known. 

She glanced at Seth, who was collecting firewood, and imagined 
what it would be like to lose her best friend. The tears, always close 
now, surfaced again, and a sob escaped her before she could stop it. 
She wished she didn’t care so much about him. Or any of them. 

Seth dumped his armload of wood near the fire. “Ready to discuss 
a plan, Fifer?” he called out. 

Fifer swallowed hard. “Almost,” she squeaked. She wiped her tears 
and took in a few deep breaths, then joined her friends. Carina went 
to summon the rest of them. They trickled over. It was so strange to 
have to regroup and come up with a new rescue plan that didn’t 
involve Alex. 

“We should wait until dark to start our search for the smoke vent,” 
Dev said, looking at Fifer as the other team members came over. 
“You and I don’t want to be caught in daylight with our black eyes— 
the Revinir might have her soldiers out looking for me. And they'd 
recognize you once they saw you.” 

“Good point,” said Carina. “Will the fires still be going then?” 

“Yes,” said Dev. “The catacomb kitchen fires stay lit all the time 
while the Revinir makes her disgusting broth, so the smoke should 
still be coming out, day or night.” He glanced at his arms and crossed 
them, trying to hide them in his lap. Some of his dragon scales were 
evident despite his constant efforts to pull his tattered sleeves over 
them. No one had asked him about them yet. Perhaps they hadn’t 
noticed or were too wrapped up in their grief to really focus on him. 


It seemed like too much to explain right now, but he knew he’d have 


to eventually. It wouldn’t be fun telling them what the Revinir had 
done to Thisbe. 

“Tonight sounds good,” said Fifer, as Samheed and Lani returned 
from their scouting trip. “I don’t want to go to auction ever again.” 

“I don’t want that eitherrr,’ said Simber from across the clearing, 
where he was stationed. The cheetah statue’s hearing remained 
impeccable, and he was angry at himself for not hearing the king’s 
soldiers approach. He moved closer, repositioning himself to face the 
direction of the road and the square in case anyone ventured into the 
forest from that way. Talon remained just outside the camp, 
watching in the other direction. 

Occasionally Simber glanced at Dev. He’d noticed the boy’s scales 
but hadn’t said anything. He was certain they were new—Dev hadn’t 
had them the first time they’d met, back on the road when Fifer was 
bleeding profusely and Dev had helped them save her. And Simber 
would have noticed, because along with the scales came a faint 
dragony odor. 

It reminded Simber that Arabis still hadn’t returned. “While you 
discuss yourrr searrrch plan forrr tonight, I’m going to have a look 
arrround frrrom above to see if I can find Arrrabis. Pm beginning to 
worrry.” 

“Oh good,” said Fifer, feeling a bit guilty. Shed forgotten about 
the dragon. There were so many people and creatures to keep track 
of. If Simber was looking to her to step into some sort of leadership 
role, then she should at least remember everyone who was supposed 
to be with them. 

Simber backed up to some trees to give himself the longest 


possible runway, then took off, clipping a few branches as he rose 


and scaring up Fifer’s league of birds. As they resettled, Crow 
hopped up and collected the wreckage Simber had left. He began to 
break up the sticks and set them aside to dry for kindling in case 
they'd be here longer than they expected. 

While the others talked through the plan and Samheed and Lani 
informed them about a potential spot for a new camp, Crow 
continued gathering firewood. As he did so, a lone seek spell came 
flying past him, coming from the direction of the square. It joined 
the others that hovered above Alex’s grave. Crow noticed the fading 
stream of light that confirmed the direction it had come from. 
“That’s strange,’ he murmured. All the other spells had come from 
the east, but this one came from the southwest. He turned toward the 
group planning the search and went back to them. 

“But will Thisbe be in that kitchen at night?” Lani was asking 
Dev. “Didn’t you say she gets locked in her crypt?” 

Dev’s mouth opened, and then his face fell. “Oh. Right.’ He 
thought a bit more. “We often worked really late into the evening, 
though. If we go right at nightfall, there’s a good chance she'll still be 
there. We might see villagers out and about, but at least it’ll be dark, 
and Fifer and I will be safer than in daylight.” 

“Plus, we don’t know how long it’ll take to find the smoke,” said 
Fifer. “If it gets too late, we can always go back the next night.” 

Crow stopped at the edge of the circle around the fire. “I’m sorry 
to interrupt,” he said, “but did any of you notice the seek spell that 
just came in for Alex?” 

None of them had. 

“It came from that way,” Crow said, pointing. “That doesn’t seem 


like the right direction if someone from Artimé sent it.” 


“Are you sure?” asked Carina. She jumped to her feet, and Crow 
showed her the fading trail. She ran in that direction a few dozen 
yards and looked around, catching sight of the road in the distance, 
but soon came back. “You're right,” she said. “That’s really strange. 
Do you think Thisbe has something of Alex’s after all?” 

Fifer shook her head. “No way. Not possible. We talked about it a 
million times.” 

Seth agreed. “None of us had anything, and believe me, we 
checked everywhere.” 

“Maybe Alex dropped something meant for her in the catacombs 
that we didn’t notice,” said Lani, “and Thisbe found it. That’s the 
direction it came from, isn’t it?” 

“Alex was the creator of the heart attack component,” said 
Samheed slowly, “and we didn’t stop to pick any of them up. So 
maybe Thisbe found them in her crypt? It’s a stretch, though. He 
didn’t exactly give them to her as a gift.” 

“Maybe Thisbe figured out how to use them,” said Seth, growing 
animated, “and she killed everyone singlehandedly! And now she’s 
trying to get out!” 

“She’s known how to kill people since she was two,’ Fifer pointed 
out matter-of-factly. 

Dev’s eyes bulged. “What?” he said, incredulous. “I mean, I saw 
her destroy that snake, but I didn’t know she could kill people. Then 
why hasn’t she done it already? She could have gotten us both out of 
there!” 

Fifer shook her head. “First, she never wants to kill anyone or 
anything. So there’s that. She feels terrible about the ability and 


doesn’t even want it. But who knows why else she didn’t use it? 


Maybe she wasn’t desperate enough. And there were a lot of guards 
down there! I don’t know that she could take out that many of them. 
They'd tackle her.” 

“That’s true,’ said Dev. “Once she started, they would have taken 
her down in an instant.” 

“She’s smart enough to figure that out,” said Seth with a hint of 
pride for his friend. “She wouldn’t risk getting killed herself” 

“Okay, so anyway,” Crow interrupted, “we're saying this seek spell 
could be from Thisbe? Shouldn't at least some of us go in that 
direction to see if we can find her? Or do we think it just came from 
inside the catacombs?” 

“That’s what I think,” said Carina. “That’s the direction it points 
to. PII bet Samheed is right, and Thisbe found a heart attack 
component and used it for the seek spell.” 

“I don’t know,” said Lani, doubtful. “The spell works because the 
created item is given like a gift. Alex didn’t ‘give’ it to Thisbe like 
that.” 

Thatcher looked troubled. “I agree, Lani. I don’t think that’s what 
happened. Maybe she just discovered she had something that you all 
overlooked before. A button on her shirt, or, like, maybe her shoes 
were a gift...” He didn’t seem to be very confident of that, though. 

Fifer shrugged. “I guess it’s possible, but I don’t think Alex was 
exactly making shoes in his spare time and giving them out as gifts. 
I’m just saying.” 

“I wonder if he gifted her something magically as he was dying, 
like Mr. Today did when he sent that spell note to Alex’s pocket just 
before he died,” Lani mused, thinking back. “That seems the most 


plausible, now that I think about it.” 


“Td forgotten about that,” said Samheed. “But that makes a lot of 
sense.” 

“Tl go with you to the square if you want to look around,” 
Thatcher told Crow. 

Crow nodded. “I’d feel better about it. I know we use the seek 
spell for a bunch of reasons now, but originally it was supposed to be 
a distress signal, right? It meant ‘I need help. I don’t want to dismiss 
the possibility that Thisbe is using it that way.” 

“Should we send a seek spell to Thisbe to sort of let her know 
were here and that we received hers?” asked Seth. 

Dev looked immediately concerned. “Do you care if the soldiers 
see it?” 

Carina shook her head. “Too risky. We don’t want them to suspect 
anything is happening.” 

“I don’t want to risk anything,” said Fifer emphatically. 

“But she sent one out,’ Seth argued. 

“Maybe she had a moment when no one was around,” said Dev. 
“Those times are rare—the soldiers are almost always patrolling the 
hallways.” 

“You're right,’ said Fifer. She thought for a moment, then 
remembered again what Simber had told her about taking charge. 
And she knew they'd have to take some risks if they were ever going 
to find Thisbe. It was just... hard. “I agree... um... that Crow and 
Thatcher should check out the Dragonsmarche area as long as you 
can do it without any soldiers recognizing you. Be really careful.” 

Thatcher flashed Fifer a quizzical look—he was unused to her 
calling the shots. But Crow seemed okay with it. And really ... who 


else was in charge now? He shrugged and picked up his rucksack. 


“We'll be careful,’ said Crow. He and Thatcher set off in the 
direction the seek spell had come from. 

In addition to her nerves, Fifer was still puzzled. Since the spell 
came from the Dragonsmarche area, it had to be from Thisbe. There 
simply wasn’t anyone else, unless some other magical person from 
Artimé had somehow made it across the space between the worlds. 
But that didn’t seem likely. There would have been no way for the 
other dragons to cross without their magical wings, and the magic 
had just been restored. It was physically impossible for them to have 
arrived so quickly. 

The rest of the group confirmed that the best plan would be to 
venture out at nightfall and go in search of the smoke vent. They 
dispersed to various tasks in the meantime. 

Fifer stayed by the fire, her thoughts a jumbled mess. She wished 
she felt something in connection to Thisbe. Her heart ached for her 
siblings, but she didn’t feel Thisbe trying to tell her anything. There 
was simply no connection there, no matter what Simber had said 
about twins. And despite what Lani had said earlier, the thought of 
Thisbe possibly being somewhere other than the catacombs returned 
to Fifer. What had the Revinir meant when she'd said that Thisbe 
wasn't there anymore? If the Revinir had done something awful to 
Thisbe, would Fifer ever know? Why wasn’t their invisible bond 
stronger? 

Fifer shook off the unsettling feeling. According to Dev, there was 
literally no way for Thisbe to escape from the catacombs. And since 
the seek spell came from that direction, it seemed to offer even more 
proof that Thisbe was still underground and the Revinir had lied. 


The only logical answer was what Lani had suggested. That in the 


seconds before death, Alex had magically sent Thisbe something 
special, which she was now trying to use to let them know she was 
alive. 

Fifer sighed, feeling completely stressed out and near the end of 
her rope. Her brother was dead, and her sister was missing. Could 
this possibly feel any worse? She never wanted to experience this 
horrible pain again—and it all came from loving people in the first 
place. Growing so close to people... loving them... Maybe it wasn’t 
all Fifer had thought it was. The loss of someone like that was too 
much to bear. And now, on top of everything, Simber wanted her to 
be a leader. Great. 

Fifer went to her bedroll and burrowed into it, exhausted. She 


couldn't take any more. At least for now. 
» » » 


Around dusk Simber returned with news that Arabis was in sight 
and should be arriving shortly with her wings ready to be reattached. 

“I can do it,’ Seth offered, noting that Fifer was taking a nap. He 
was glad—she needed it. He began to prepare his mind for the 
magical task. He knew how hard this would be, but he was ready for 
it. 

Before the dragon arrived, they heard the king’s call to arms again. 
Fifer stirred and sat up. 

Dev’s skin prickled at the sound, making his dragon scales stand 
on end, but they weren’t noticeable in the growing darkness. “Did 
you hear that?” he said to Fifer. “It’s the trumpets again.” 

Fifer, a bit groggy, listened, and soon the mournful call came 


through, louder this time. “I hear it. Is it the same call as before?” 


Dev closed his eyes for a moment, focusing intently. “It’s getting 
louder,” he said. “They must be moving toward us.” 

“Are they coming to fight us again?” Fifer asked, jumping to her 
feet, wild eyed. She looked at Talon, who rose above the trees to 
check. 

“It’s a procession,’ the bronze giant reported, settling back down 
to the ground. “They’re not leaving the road. And there are wheeled 
vehicles with them—they certainly won't be able to get to us with 
those.” 

Dev looked perplexed. “It’s probably the army with all the new 
volunteers. They're coming up the road to the city to show the rest of 
the people how much support the king has.” He winced, imagining 
the scene. The last time he'd seen a procession was the parade that 
Shanti had led right before shed been killed. He tried to block the 
images from his mind, but they'd been plaguing him. “The king is 
making sure everybody hears and sees it,” he said. “Even the Revinir 
and her soldiers. Maybe he thinks they'll surrender before the war 
even starts.” 

“That would be easier for everyone,’ said Carina. As the trumpet 
call grew louder, Thatcher and Crow came running back to the camp 
out of breath. 

“What’s going on?” asked Samheed. 

“We didn’t find Thisbe anywhere,” said Crow, his chest heaving. 
“But the king is in that procession. Right up front. We saw him stick 
his head outside of a curtain and wave to some spectators along the 
road.” 

“The king? Himself?” asked Dev. “I suppose he wants the people 


to see he’s not afraid. But that’s really dangerous after what 


happened with Shanti.” 

“Yes,” said Thatcher, “you're right on the mark, Dev. We saw a few 
blue-uniformed soldiers sneaking out of the catacombs through the 
elevator. They headed through the side streets toward the 
procession.” 

“Yes,” said Crow gravely. “And it didn’t seem like they were 
wanting to join the king’s side, if you know what I mean. I’m afraid 
they’re going to try to jump them. Assassinate the king while they 
have the chance. That would throw everything into mass chaos.” 

Just then the trumpets’ song ended in cacophony, and the ground 
began to shake. Shouts rose. A few moments later Arabis came 
crashing through the trees into camp, nearly crushing Kaylee and 
Lani and Samheed, but narrowly missing them. The orange dragon, 
carrying her wings with her tail, came to a stop and looked at Simber. 
“I think they saw me,” she said. “I’m sorry. They'll be after me.” She 
looked around the group. “We need to relocate immediately.” 

Samheed jumped to his feet. “We have a new campsite in mind, 
west of the square.” 

“Okay, everybody,” said Fifer, stooping to roll up her bed. “Let’s 
pack up.” 

Dev’s eyes widened. His scales flattened, and a strange low 
buzzing filled his ears. Without a word he started toward the road. 

Fifer stared. “Dev, wait!” she said. “Where are you going? Didn’t 
you hear Arabis? We need to move our camp!” 

Dev turned, making Fifer gasp. His eyes were wild, and a wisp of 
smoke curled from his nostrils. “I'll find you,” he said. “Don’t worry. 


I... I’ve got to go save the king.” 





An Eventful Evening 


What are you talking about?” Fifer cried. “Dev, why? The king never 
did anything nice for you. We’re not on his side, remember? We need 
to stay hidden. We need you to help us find Thisbe! We need—” She 
looked closer, and an expression of horror crossed her face. “Is that 
smoke coming out of your nose?” 

“What? Is it?” Dev crossed his eyes but was unable to see it. He 
turned around frantically, trying to catch sight of it, but then he 
stopped. “I can explain that later. But for now, all I know is if the 
Revinir’s soldiers kill the king, she wins. She'll have no other barriers 
in taking over all of Grimere. She'll take his soldiers, his castle, his 
entire kingdom.” 

“And that means,” said Seth, figuring it out, “that she won’t need 
to focus on overcoming that enemy. She'll move on to take over the 
rest of the land of the dragons without having to fight anybody.” 

“Except us,” said Fifer. “And then she'll head back to the seven 
islands to take that over.” She started after Dev. “I’m coming with 
you. 


“Wait!” roared Simber. 


“Simber,” said Fifer, ready to argue, “we have to! We need the king 
in place to keep the Revinir from advancing without a fight. We’re 
not on the king’s side or anything, but we'd rather he win than the 
Revinir, because she’s so much more destructive to our black-eyed 
people and the dragons. Don’t you get it? You said youd listen to 
me.” 

“I was only trrrying to say that I’m coming with you,” said Simber. 
“It’s just a few blue-uniforrrmed soldierrrs, rrright?” 

“Oh,” said Fifer. She blinked. “Okay. But won’t people see you? 
They'll freak out.” 

Simber’s gaze turned hard. “They’rrre alrrready frrreaking out 
with this call to arrrms. They know what a warrr means to them and 
theirrr families. Besides, it’s inevitable that I'll be spotted eventually. 
So we'll let them . . . frrreak. Pm not staying behind anymorrre. Not 
forrr anything. I can’t stand being stuck herrre. And I won't let 
anotherrr frrriend be killed without the enemy getting past me 
firrrst.” 

“All right,” said Fifer. “Let’s go, then! Come on, Dev—we'll climb 
on Simber’s back. The rest of you can pack up and move to the new 
camp. Simber will help us find you.” She hopped on Simber and 
called to Shimmer. A group of birds came without the hammock this 
time, so they could act as lookouts and attackers. 

Seth started toward Simber. “Wait. I'm coming too.” 

Fifer turned to him, and a pang of fear went through her. He could 
get killed. “No! You should stay here.” 

Seth stared. “What? Why?” 


Simber frowned but remained silent. 


“I don’t know,” said Fifer, feeling anxiety bubble up in her chest. 
“They need you to help move camp. Let’s go, Simber.” 

“They do not. I’m coming with you!” Seth hesitated a split second, 
still puzzled by Fifer’s command, then continued to join Dev and 
Fifer on Simber’s back. “Hey, Mom, can you help Arabis with her 
wings?” Seth called back over his shoulder. “I’m a little too busy 
right now.” 


1? 


“We've got you covered!” said Carina. 
With Fifer’s birds fluttering overhead, they set off toward the 
potential ambush on the road, hoping it wasn’t too late to save the 


awful king. 


» » » 


Moments later, when the people in the procession spotted the flying 
statue coming out of the forest, they shrieked and scattered, leaving 
the king in his chariot and his protective guards alone in the road. 
Screams and shouts rose into the air and grew louder as Simber, with 
his three passengers, dove down and swept low to the ground. Dev 
gripped the stony cheetah, his face turning green. 


1? 


“There they are!” said Fifer, spotting the blue uniforms. “Be 


careful!” She turned to look at Seth. “Don’t do anything dangerous,” 
she pleaded. 

“Fifer, quit being so weird!” 

“Tm not!” 

“Whatever.” Seth reached for his components, and when Simber 
grew close enough, he and Fifer sent off a pair of freeze spells, 


hitting two of the blue soldiers and stopping them in their tracks. 


At the same time Simber dipped to one side, nimbly avoiding the 
king’s people. He plowed into a couple more of the Revinir’s soldiers, 
catching them with his lowered wing, and knocked them senseless 
into a row of waste bins alongside a building. While Dev was busy 
hanging on to Simber for dear life, Fifer and Seth pelted the 
remaining soldiers with freeze spells. Then the winged cheetah rose 
and circled. He dropped again so Seth and Fifer could send off 
scatterclip spells, pinning the guards to the wall of a building. 

Simber rose and circled again, searching for more sneaky Revinir 
soldiers. Dev, lying flat now, finally dared open his eyes and lift his 
head. Seth glanced at him to make sure he was okay, then turned 
back to the soldiers. He faintly recognized some of the people in 
green uniforms who'd stayed around the chariot, valiantly protecting 
the king. Seth realized this group had definitely seen Simber before, 
in the castle dungeon, leaving a trail of destruction as he’d searched 
for Thisbe down a hallway that was just slightly too narrow for the 
beast. He’d carved great long gouges in the walls along both sides of 
the passage, widening it so he could fit. 

“There’s one of the soldiers who guards the dungeon,” Fifer said, 
pointing out a woman to Seth. 

“I remember her,” said Seth, eyes narrowed. “Can’t we take them 
out too?” 

“No,” said Fifer. “Their time will come. We need them to fight the 
Revinir first.” 

“I know, I know,” Seth mumbled. 

Feeling better, Dev sat up a little and waved and shouted to the 
king’s soldiers—he wanted them to see him. He pointed at the 


Revinir’s soldiers up against the building. “Do you see them? They 


were about to assassinate the king!” he cried out accusingly. “We 
saved you. And your jobs!” 

The captain whirled about at the sound of the familiar voice, then 
turned to see what Dev was pointing to. She recognized the boy, all 
right. He'd been the princess’s slave before the spoiled girl gave him 
away to help pay back the Revinir for the dragons’ escape. The 
captain looked closer and saw the blue-uniformed men somehow 
shackled to the bins. It didn’t make sense to her, since no one had 
physically done the shackling. But she ordered her soldiers to take 
them captive, along with the frozen ones. 

Dev, scales raised, kept his eye on the woman as Simber continued 
to circle. Mentally he willed the captain to acknowledge what Dev 
and his strange party had done. Almost as if she were being pulled by 
magnetic force, the captain, glaring, lifted her head. She reluctantly 
nodded her thanks to the former castle slave. “You're joining the 
kings army, arent you?” she asked. She eyed Fifer and Seth, 
recognizing them now too. They'd been the ones responsible for 
letting the dragons loose. She was still furious about that. But maybe 
this helped make up for it. 

“No,” said Dev. “I’m free. Free from all of you. The Revinir, too.” 

The captain glared. “Not if we catch you. Bring back our dragons 
and I'll see to it you’re truly free. Forever.” 

“That'll only be enforceable if you take down the Revinir,” said 
Dev coolly. “But if you don’t pay closer attention, she’s going to beat 
you before the war even starts.” He glanced at the Revinir’s frozen 
soldiers, then told the captain, “We didn’t have to save you. I hope 
the king can hear this so he knows you nearly got him killed with 
this stupid stunt.” 


The captain glanced uneasily at the chariot. The thick curtain was 
drawn, partially enclosing the king inside. Chances were good he 
was listening to everything. 

“Like I said,” the captain went on, ignoring Dev, “bring back the 
dragons. I know they’re hiding around here somewhere. I saw the 
orange one. Her days are numbered if the Revinir catches her—you 
might want to deliver my warning. But if the dragons choose to work 
for the king .. . well. Maybe a better outcome can be arranged.” 

“Her name is Arabis!” shouted Fifer angrily. “And you'll never 
keep the dragons in your horrible dungeon again.” 

Simber, tired of circling, veered away toward the forest. The 
captain snarled at Fifer and shook her fist in the air. “You—just stay 
away. We have too much work on our hands to go after you. We don’t 
have time for your destructive antics.” 

Fifer turned her head and made a face at Seth. “She’s still awful,” 
she said. 

“Yep,” agreed Seth. 

“No kidding,” Dev muttered, tentatively sitting up a little more as 
he got used to the ride. “Okay. We did what we needed to do. Now 
the king’s soldiers are indebted to us. You can tell Simber we can go 
now.” 

“I can hearrr you,” said Simber. “We’rrre going. I’m taking a 
cirrrcuitous rrroute so they won't be able to follow us back to ourrr 
new camp.” 

“Oh, good,” said Dev. He was still nervous about Simber—the 
statue was gruff and frightening, and he hadn’t quite figured him 


out. He glanced over his shoulder as the procession began to form 


again. “I hope the captain realizes what she’s in for and keeps a 
better eye on the king. At least for now. It’s good she noticed us.” 

Dev sat back, a gleam in his eye as he thought about what had just 
transpired. His dragon scales flattened. He assumed the smoke from 
his nose was long gone—no one had mentioned it again, and he 
wondered if it would be possible to explain away the dragon features 
once this was all over. No doubt Fifer would remember and ask again 
soon. Should he tell them about Thisbe? Or would that only make 
them worry more? 

Simber and his passengers stopped at the old now-deserted camp 
to pay their final respects at Alex’s grave, for they didn’t know when, 
if ever, they'd be back. They stayed several minutes, giving Fifer and 
Simber some time by themselves while Seth and Dev hung back, 
trying to be respectful. 

The tears flowed freely. When Fifer was ready, Simber followed 
the scent of the rest of the rescue team down one of the multiple 
paths marked by trampled bushes and trees, thanks to Arabis. 
Painstakingly, Simber and the young riders covered up the trail 
behind them so it wouldn’t be quite so obvious. After a while they 
made it to the new camp location on the far side of the square. 

The others had set up by the meandering river, equidistant from 
the square as before but on the west side of it now, farther away from 
the castle and nearer to the desert and the desolate cavelands 
beyond. If anyone were truly looking for them, it wouldn’t be too 
hard to find them. But perhaps, as the king’s captain had said, the 
impending war really did have everyone a little bit too busy to worry 
about the eclectic group of strangers in the forest . . . especially since 


the strangers had already beaten the king’s soldiers once. 


While they waited for things to settle down in the square, Arabis, 
her wings properly reattached, recounted her visit with the ghost 
dragons and her talks with Gorgrun and Quince. She told them that 
the dragons seemed relatively strong despite their condition, and 
perhaps could help if there ever were a battle against the Revinir. But 
she also warned that they were very old and in desperate need of a 
leader to remind them to stay on task. “In short,” said Arabis, “I’m 
not sure theyre much help without someone to guide them. Perhaps 
when the time comes, I could help with that.” 

“Arrre you saying you'll stay with us?” asked Simber. “What about 
Pan? She’s expecting all of us back, especially you.” 

“This is my land,” Arabis said simply. “My family’s land. It’s my 
duty to take it back. If that is your goal too, I will remain with you.” 

“It is,’ said Fifer earnestly, surprising herself a little. But the land 
belonged to her, as well, in a way. And Dev. 

Arabis caught Fifer’s eye and nodded, an understanding passing 
between them. Almost certainly she was reassessing the girl, 
rechecking her levels of good and evil. The dragon remained quiet 
and brooding, thinking about what the ghost dragons had said about 
not being able to die until the land had been restored to the proper 
ruling bodies. It had seemed too intimate a detail to share with the 
others, at least for now. Perhaps the time would come for telling 
them. If it came to that, Arabis knew exactly whom she trusted the 
most out of all the humans. It was easy enough for her to tell which 
ones had just the right levels. But until that time, Arabis would 
continue to brood about what her role should be in fulfilling the 


wishes of the ghost dragons and allowing them to finally die. When 


she really thought about it, the job seemed tougher than at first 
glance. 

The king’s call to arms grew faint again. When darkness fell, Lani, 
Samheed, Kitten, Fifer, Seth, and Dev ventured out to look for the 


fourth opening to the catacombs. 





Flashes oF the Past 


Thisbe, Rohan, and Sky climbed the steep path up the rock wall. They 
went mostly in silence, concentrating on their footwork so they 
wouldn't plunge to their deaths. As they progressed, Thisbe’s dragon 
scales glinted in the setting sun. Shed showed Sky and told her all 
about them and about how she'd gotten them. But she hadn't 
mentioned the effects of the ancestor broth—all those images were 
so stark and unsettling. Thisbe wasn’t sure what to make of them. 
Why did that happen? What did the images mean? For a few seconds 
a strange feeling came over her, almost making her dizzy. The lake 
below them wavered, its edges blurred. It felt like shed been here 
before. Doing this. She gripped a rock and took a few steadying 
breaths until the dizziness went away. But the memory of the images 
remained. 

She recalled a few of the scenes: Meteors slamming into the 
ground. An earthquake. A girl being dragged away by soldiers. A 
weyr of fearsome silvery dragons in flight. A rogue group of stealthy 
bandits sneaking through the forest. Armies clashing and people 
dying. The scenes were disturbing. The only explanation that made 
sense to Thisbe was that the ancestor broth shed drunk had brought 


these specific pictures to her mind because they were things the 
ancestors had witnessed or experienced. If that was true, they'd had 
horrible lives. 

To clear her thoughts, Thisbe glanced down over the lake again. 
Now that it wasn’t wavering, she took in its beauty. The sunset 
reflected orange on the surface and lit up the canyon walls. Thisbe 
studied them and noted the smooth grooves of the canyon all around 
the shore, as if something had forcefully carved space for the lake. 
Thinking of the image, she wondered if a meteor could have done it. 
Could there be a giant stony mass embedded below the water? She 
smiled ruefully—if that were so, it would have to have a volcano 
attached to it, she supposed. One that submerged and emerged 
randomly. And led to other worlds. She chuckled at the absurdity. 

Rohan heard her and glanced her way. “What’s funny?” 

Thisbe shook her head. It was too ridiculous to share. “Nothing. 
Just... thinking about meteors.” 

Rohan gave her a quizzical look. “Meteors are funny?” 

“No. I didn’t mean...” She laughed again. “Never mind.” 

Rohan continued climbing. “A pair of meteors hit our world a long 
time ago. Some have said that one of them formed this lake. Others 
say the impact caused a major earthquake that split off our world 
from yours. I’m not sure where the other meteor landed.” 

Thisbe stopped. “Are you serious?” 

“Of course. It was a long time ago.” 

Sky looked over her shoulder. “That’s fascinating. What else do 
you know about it?” she asked. 

Rohan thought for a moment. “That’s about it. I didn’t have a 


chance to learn more before I was taken captive.” 


“But ... But what about the volcano? Is it somehow attached to 
the meteor?” Thisbe was very confused. “Or did the meteor 
somehow break through to the network? And the impact created the 
volcano?” 

“Perhaps the volcano built itself over time,’ Sky mused. “Yes, 
that’s my question too. Any ideas, Rohan?” 

“I don’t know,” said Rohan. “That’s the biggest mystery.” 

Thisbe fell silent as their climb became more arduous in the 
growing shadows. As they neared the top, they heard some 
commotion and music coming from the square, but it quieted before 
the three could see what was going on. Finally, at dusk, they crested 
the hill and came down. They crossed the vast square, reaching the 
side of Dragonsmarche nearest the castle after dark. 

They strolled casually, trying not to be noticed, while other 
pedestrians moved along carrying baguettes or flowers or baskets of 
laundered items. Once the three continued beyond the square, the 
pedestrian traffic became minimal. An occasional cart or other 
vehicle passed. They ventured down the main road over which 
Thisbe and Fifer had been driven on their way to the auction. On one 
side were narrow roads, small shops, and neighborhoods. On the 
other was the forest. 

Rohan looked around curiously. He knew the area, though he said 
it had changed in the years since he'd last been free to roam. “The 
houses and storefronts look tired,’ he remarked, pointing at fading 
and peeling paint. A cracked window here, a broken carriage there. 
“Like the king has forgotten to care for his people.” 

Thisbe tipped her head up. “Did you live around here?” 


She saw him swallow. “No.” He hesitated, then changed his mind 
and said, “Yes. If you could call it that. Not for long, though.” He 
tucked his chin, shoved his hands into his pockets, and kept moving. 

Thisbe and Sky exchanged a glance. It was clear Rohan didn’t 
want to talk about his past life. At least not right now. 

When no one was nearby, Thisbe stopped the others and led them 
off the road to the edge of the forest, where there appeared to be a 
narrow, overgrown path. “Try the seek spell here, Sky, so we can see 
what direction Alex is in.” 

Sky reached into her pocket and glanced around. All was quiet. 
She cautiously lifted the piece of slate in front of her and 
concentrated, then whispered, “Seek.” A bright ball of light shot 
from the slate and went due north, directly into the forest. Definitely 
not toward the seven islands. 

Sky and Thisbe gasped. “Alex is here!” Thisbe said in a harsh 
whisper. “Or, at least, he’s not in Artimé.” She hadn’t dared to believe 
it. It was troubling, though. How long had he been here? Why hadn’t 
he come for her? So many thoughts like that threatened Thisbe’s 
self-confidence, and she had to shake them off. She was sure that 
once she saw him, he’d explain, and she could forgive everything. 

“That is a remarkable bit of sorcery,’ Rohan remarked as they 
tromped into the woods following the spell. The light was already 
fading away. 

“Would you like to try it sometime? It’s not hard.” 

“I would,” said Rohan, giving her a half smile. “But, unfortunately, 
I have no possessions but this harness from the Revinir, and I’ve no 
desire to send her a seek spell. And no family left, other than some 


distant black-eyed cousins back in the catacombs. I wouldn’t want to 


get them in trouble. So alas, I don’t have anyone to send a seek spell 
to.” 

“The other black-eyed slaves are your cousins?” asked Thisbe. 

“Some are bound to be,” said Rohan lightly. “There are only two 
lines of black-eyed royal families. I don’t actually know which of the 
other slaves might be related to me. Never had the chance to get 
close to any of them. So I guess I’m pretty much on my own.” 

Thisbe didn’t know what to say to that. As lonely as she'd felt 
lately, shed never had a problem like that. She caught his eye and 
regarded him for a long moment. “Maybe they should have blasted a 
tunnel to your crypt like I did.” She smiled warmly at him. 

Rohan tripped over a vine, and they both laughed uneasily. 

“Well,” said Thisbe, “I'll make you something you can use for a 
seek spell. For when we leave. Then... if you need .. .” She frowned 
and didn’t finish. 

Rohan gave a sharp nod and looked away. “That’s very kind of 
you.” 

Sky pursed her lips, determined to keep things as light and cheery 
as possible under the circumstances. “This way,” she instructed. “As 
long as we keep going straight, we'll be fine. But I’m afraid we won't 
be able to see our way there.” 

“I can help with that.” Thisbe stopped abruptly. She reached 
around the forest floor and picked up a thick, dry stick with dead 
leaves all at one end. “Here we are,” she said. “A torch.” She stared at 
the dead leaves and concentrated. Seconds later sparks flew from her 
eyes and lit the leaves on fire. She held the stick at an angle so the 
flames would light the end of the thick branch as well. Rohan and 
Sky stomped out the wayward sparks. When the flame went out, 


Thisbe tried again, holding her concentration until a solid orange 
flame remained steady at the end of the stick. 

“There,” Thisbe said when she was satisfied with the task. “Now 
we can see.” 

“Well, you certainly have improved,” said Sky admiringly. “You’ve 
got so much control now.” 

“Tve been practicing my magic on dragon bones for weeks,” said 
Thisbe. The dragon scales awakened and shifted at the mention of 
the bones. Thisbe grabbed Sky’s elbow in preparation for the images 
to blind her like they had before, but that didn’t happen. It hadn’t— 
not since the first time. 

“Are you okay?” Sky asked, taking the torch from her. “What’s 
wrong?” 

Thisbe shook her head. “Nothing,” she said shakily. The moment 
passed. They walked on as straight as they could, with Thisbe taking 
back the torch and leading the way. 

Eventually Thisbe called for Sky to send another seek spell so they 
could see where it went and make sure they were still going in the 
right direction. Once the spell flew out, they adjusted their course 
slightly, running after the streak of light to gain as much ground as 
possible while they could still see it. Of course it faded fast, and they 
continued on as best they could. After a quarter of an hour, they 
emerged into a clearing. Sky touched Thisbe’s arm and stopped. 
Thisbe stopped too, and Rohan did as well behind them. 

“What is it?” asked Thisbe, holding the torch to one side and 
peering out into the darkness. Lights danced in front of her, and she 
blinked hard, thinking it was the brightness of the torch affecting 
her sight. 


“Look,” said Sky, pointing in the distance to where several orbs of 
light hovered together, shimmering but not moving. She frowned. 
“Are those my seek spells? They seem strange just sitting there. I’ve 
never seen them do that before.” 

“T don’t know what they are,” said Thisbe. 

The three ventured forward, looking carefully around as they 
pressed on, until they reached a large area that looked like it had 
been thoroughly trampled. Thisbe held up the torch. “What 
happened here?” she breathed. There was a place where a fire had 
been, and off to one side were the glowing seek spells. 

“Perhaps we've found Alex’s campsite,” Rohan suggested. 

But Sky wasn’t interested in the landscape, or in trying to figure 
out how everything had been trampled down. Instead she stumbled 
toward the seek spells. Thisbe, sensing something ominous, turned 
to watch her, and Rohan did too. Something was off. It didn’t feel 
right. 

Sky reached the spheres of light and looked down at the mound of 
dirt below them. “It’s ... a grave,” she said, horror building in her 
voice. She clutched her throat. “Dear gods! No! It can’t be!” 

Thisbe came running as Sky hurried to pull the piece of slate from 
her pocket. She held it with trembling hands. Then she took a deep 
breath and hesitated, as if she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to send 
it, because then she'd find out the answer to the biggest fear she’d 
ever had. “I can’t do this,” she muttered, dropping her arms; then just 
as quickly she lifted the stone again and held it to her lips. She 
swallowed hard and closed her eyes. Then she pulled the slate away 


and whispered, “Seek.” 


The ball of light shot out and went a few short feet, then stopped 
abruptly to join the others hovering there. 

Sky didn’t need to see it. She knew. With a ragged cry she dropped 
to her knees beside the grave and put a hand on the ground to steady 
herself. 

Thisbe, realizing what it all meant, let out a gasp. She couldn’t 
believe it. There was no way... no way that Alex could be down 
there. Buried there. “This can’t be happening,” she whispered. She 
began to wail. 

“Oh, Thisbe,’ whispered Rohan, coming over to Thisbe and 
putting his arm around her shoulders. He looked like he might weep 
with her. “I’m so sorry.” 

Thisbe turned to him, eyes wide in horror, tears blurring 
everything. “My brother,” she said, and broke down again. Rohan, 
helpless, took the torch from her so she wouldn't have to hold it 
anymore. 

Sky pivoted on her knees, and then stumbled to her feet and went 
to comfort Thisbe. 

Neither of them could say out loud that Alex was dead. But as they 
held each other, they both knew in that instant that their lives had 


changed drastically. Nothing would ever feel the same again. 





Searching For Smoke 


While Thisbe, Sky, and Rohan were discovering Alex’s graveside, 
Fifer, Seth, Dev, Lani, and Samheed, with Kitten asleep in his pocket, 
crossed the square from the opposite side. Dev led the way, 
purposefully steering around the area of the square where Shanti had 
been killed. Her blood likely still stained the pavers, for it hadn't 
rained since then, and he didn’t want to see it. 

The group entered the nearest neighborhood, searching diligently 
for the vent from the Revinir’s catacomb kitchen. They weren’t sure 
what to look for other than smoke or steam from the broths. Perhaps 
it would come from a pipe in an alley or through a grate in the road. 

They entered a quiet street, and Fifer whirled around, her heart in 
her throat. “Did you hear something?” she whispered. 

Everyone looked. There was nothing. They continued on. 

Fifer thought she heard another noise and grabbed Seth’s arm, 
making him wince. Again, there was nothing. Seth peeled his arm 
out of her iron grip. 

Samheed and Lani exchanged a worried look. 

Fifer noticed it. She took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m just a 
little nervous,” she explained. 


“We can certainly understand why,” said Lani. 

“We're safe up here in the dark,” Dev muttered. “The only danger 
is under our feet.” He kept a sharp eye out for smoke as he led them 
down the street, but his mind wandered back to Shanti and the 
events of the past few weeks. The internal wound in Dev’s chest was 
still fresh when he let it be. Most of the time he covered it or pushed 
it aside. They were all reeling from recent deaths, which was almost 
comforting in a strange way. But he couldn’t just sit around and 
dwell on it. Like the team from Artimé, he had work to do. And Dev 
wanted to find Thisbe as much as the others did. After their week 
together in the Revinir’s kitchen, Thisbe knew more about Dev than 
Shanti ever had. And she’d cared about him. It was ... a new feeling. 

Dev slipped his hand inside his jacket pocket where he kept his 
treasures. His gold rock that Shanti had paid him used to be the only 
thing there, but now he also had the money belt hed been wearing 
when he’d run away from the Revinir’s Dragonsmarche booth. He 
was richer than he’d ever been. 

And that wasn’t all. He moved the thin belt aside and touched the 
small glass bottles of dragon-bone broth hed managed to steal 
before his escape from the marketplace. He wasn’t sure why hed 
grabbed them; to him, stealing was more instinct than anything. And 
his instinct had felt sharper than usual in the days since the Revinir 
had forced him to drink the dragon-bone broth. Sometimes he 
wondered if he was just imagining it. Other times he was sure his 
perception was deeper than before. He felt almost . . . intuitive. He 
hoped these improved traits would somehow help them find Thisbe. 
He'd drink more broth if he thought that would sharpen his wits 


further, but doing that made him feel uneasy, like it would be too 


much of a good thing. More likely he would keep them to sell. Or 
share them with Fifer in case it could help her in some way find her 
sister. 

He missed Thisbe. A lot. 

Dev knew the village well, including the back alleyways. He’d 
helped Shanti sneak away from the palace to this area on many 
occasions when shed been bored. And hed suffered the 
punishments for both of them, he remembered ruefully. He’d take 
another punishment if it meant shed come back, he thought. Then 
he narrowed his eyes. Would he really, though? Obviously he didn’t 
wish her to remain dead, so in that respect he might. But did he want 
to go back to that? To being her slave? Sure, the only life he’d ever 
known had been with the princess, but Fifer and Seth were right. 
She'd treated him horribly most of the time. He was still processing 
that, for he hadn’t experienced anything different before. And so far, 
this new life had been chaotic. He hadn’t had much of a chance to 
evaluate or compare. 

When he thought about Thisbe stuck in the catacombs, probably 
being punished severely after the people from Artimé had come in 
and fought against the Revinir’s soldiers, a strange buzzing seemed 
to appear around him. It wasn’t a sound, though—that was the 
oddest part. It was more like a buzzing feeling on his arms. As if his 
dragon scales were more alert when he thought about her—or maybe 
it was the thought of the catacombs that triggered it. He couldn't 
quite pinpoint it. And he couldn't tell the others about it. They didn’t 
even know about his scales, and the longer he waited to tell them, 
the more he didn’t want to. They might think he was strange or 


dangerous and make him leave. And then what would he do? Being 


alone was frightening. He felt ... He felt braver when he was with 
these people. And he wanted to find Thisbe more than anything. 

Fifer seemed to have forgotten about the smoke that had come 
from Dev’s nose earlier. She hadn’t asked again, anyway, after the 
attack on the Revinir’s soldiers. Shed certainly remember it 
eventually, though. Part of Dev felt like he should just get it over 
with and offer an explanation before she asked. Maybe doing that 
would somehow make her trust him more. But it seemed awkward to 
just bring it up. So, about that smoke pouring out of my nose... Nope. 
And he didn’t want the passersby to overhear anything about it. 

Although Dev had assured Fifer that the only danger was 
underground, he was secretly worried about the soldier presence in 
the square and surrounding neighborhoods ever since the king’s 
procession and call to arms. He vaguely recognized a few faces from 
the castle—some had been part of the attack on the rescue team too. 
He was glad to see they'd been assigned to other tasks, since that 
meant they wouldn't be chasing down the strangers in their new 
camp. That made Dev rest a bit easier. The Revinir’s soldiers were 
often out and about, especially at night when they could more easily 
use the elevator in the square. Surely the king would focus his 
soldiers on tracking them from now on. 

They traveled in silence for a long time, all of them thinking about 
gravely important things. At one point, upon hearing the trumpets in 
the distance again, Fifer turned to the others with a quizzical look. 
“Has the war actually started now because of that attack? Or is the 
king still doing that call-to-arms thing to continue building his 
army?” She’d read in Lani’s first book about how Mr. Today had 


originally organized his Artiméans to prepare for battle some time 


before the battle happened, and she wondered if things worked the 
same way everywhere. 

“Tm not sure,’ Dev admitted. There hadn’t been a war here in his 
lifetime. He’d only heard the soldiers doing drills a few times a year 
on the castle lawn outside the moat. It had been fascinating to 
watch. At one point hed wanted to be like them. But that had 
changed the older he got and the more horribly they'd treated him. 

“I think the king is still recruiting a larger army,” said Samheed. 
“He’s already got enough soldiers for peacetime, but now he needs 
more. And he’s doing it publicly because he wants the Revinir to 
know how much support he has. People are clearly flocking to him. 
He’s trying to frighten her, or to make her surrender. But no one 
knows how many people are flocking to her side.” 

“There’s no way she’s going to surrender,” Lani said. “Not her— 
she practically came back from the dead! She'll definitely respond in 
some way. Whether she does the same by parading her soldiers 
around or has a different method remains to be seen. But she'll have 
to increase the strength of her army somehow if she’s going to 
compete with the king’s.” 

Dev’s eyes widened as a thought came into his head. Would the 
Revinir think to use the dragon-bone broth to strengthen her 
existing soldiers and make them more like her? He bit his lip, then 
glanced back at the others and saw his moment to confess. “You 
know she’s got dark magical powers,” he said quietly. “But there’s 
something else I haven’t told you. She has also been making broth 
out of the bones of the dragons and ... and other bones.” He slid his 


sleeve up and moved under a streetlamp. The dragon scales sparkled 


in the light. “She made me test it, and this is what happened. The 
Revinir forced me to drink it.” 

The others gathered around and gasped at the sight of the scales 
catching the light. “That’s horrifying!” said Samheed. “What a 
monster!” 

“Indeed, she is,” said Lani gravely. “I’m sorry, Dev. Are you okay?” 

Dev wasn’t used to having people ask about his well-being, and he 
was momentarily taken aback. “Yes, I’m okay.” His face grew warm 
from the attention. “That’s why there was smoke coming from my 
nose, Fifer. Apparently I am a fraction of a dragon now.” 

Fifer inspected the scales, knowing better than to fully trust Dev 
at his word. She lifted one and tugged at it. Her expression betrayed 
how repulsed she was by it. 

Dev jerked his arm away like shed hurt him. “It’s no joke. They 
are really attached.” Hastily he turned and pulled his sleeve down, 
having had enough of the gawking. “So, yes. You saw smoke coming 
from my nose. That was the first time it happened as far as I know. 
I’m not sure what triggered it.” 

“Do you have special dragon powers now or something?” Fifer 
asked, incredulous and still staring at the boy. She almost couldn’t 
believe him, but the scales had felt real, like they were stuck as 
tightly to him as if they'd grown there. It was horrifying . . . but 
fascinating, too. 

“I don’t know.” Dev clamped his mouth shut, annoyed, and moved 
into the shadows. Then he glanced sidelong at Fifer. “There’s one 
more thing.” 

“What is it?” Fifer narrowed her eyes. 

“Thisbe ... has them too.” 


“What?” cried Fifer and Seth together. 

“It’s true. The Revinir made her drink the broth.” 

“Wait a second,” said Fifer, grabbing Dev’s shoulder and turning 
him roughly. “You’re saying Thisbe has dragon scales? Like yours? 
Are you joking?” Her stomach churned at the thought. 

Samheed muttered furiously under his breath and started pacing. 

“Tm not joking.” Dev yanked away from Fifer and began looking 
for smoke again, while Fifer just shook her head and the others 
murmured in shock. A moment later they followed him. 

“It’s horrible,” said Fifer, catching up to him. “You should have 
told us before.” 

“Well, I’m sorry,” said Dev. “It’s a little complicated. Besides, I 
thought you had enough on your mind.” That last part was a fib, but 
it sounded good. Then, feeling like he owed them more of an 
explanation, he added, “But maybe it’s not so bad. Sometimes I feel 
like I can...I don’t know... sense things better than I used to be 
able to do. Like that attack on the king. Once Crow told us what was 
happening with the Revinir’s soldiers, my scales stood up and the 
smoke came out and I just knew—inside me—that we had to go save 
the king. I wasn’t sure where that came from. I just had this urgency. 
And once we all talked it through, it made sense.” 

“Wow,” said Fifer, still eyeing him. He seemed sincere. 

“Well, Dev,” said Lani, “there’s a silver lining in that you have 
greater intuition now. Perhaps Thisbe does too.” 

Dev nodded. “She does,” he said. “And... and she’s handling the 
scales okay too. Or at least she was the last time I saw her.” 


said Seth with relief in his voice. “Thank 


bj 


“Thats nice to know, 


33 


you. 


“Sure.” Dev frowned and continued searching. 

They came upon a small, weathered house where a few neighbors 
had gathered and were sitting on the steps, eating and drinking and 
talking quietly. Dev nodded politely to the people. He asked them 
something in another language, but they shook their heads. One of 
them pointed behind them and said something with a noncommittal 
shrug. 

“Tat,” said Dev. He continued walking with the others behind him. 

A block farther and out of the neighbors’ hearing distance, Fifer 
stepped up to walk next to Dev. “Did you ask them about the vent?” 

“Yes.” 

“What does tat mean?” 

“It means ‘thank you.” 

Fifer nearly mentioned that she didn’t think he knew how to say 
thanks, but that no longer seemed accurate. That trait had belonged 
to the old Dev, but the boy had changed. Not drastically. He still 
annoyed Fifer for what he’d done to them when they’d first met. But 
in the time between the dungeon when she and Seth had freed the 
dragons and Dev’s arrival at their old camp on their return visit, 
something had happened to his personality. 

Maybe it was the dragon-bone broth. Or Shanti’s death. Or 
perhaps it was his time in captivity with the Revinir. The woman was 
clearly very awful to her slaves, and it sent a fresh pain to Fifer’s 
heart to imagine what Thisbe was going through. In a way, Fifer 
wanted to know exactly how bad it had been down there. But in 
another way she didn’t. It would only make her feel more helpless to 
her twin at a time when Fifer was already feeling so vulnerable. And 
while Alex’s shocking death had overrun everyone’s thoughts lately, 


Fifer was struggling with the separation from Thisbe even more than 
before—what if she lost Thisbe, too? Or Seth or Lani or Kaylee or 
any of them? The thought took her breath away. 

They had to be close to her. Perhaps she was directly below them 
right at this moment. But Fifer had no inkling of it. Nothing! No 
twin sense at all like Alex and Aaron had felt for each other. What 
was wrong with her? 

And what might Thisbe be thinking of them after all this time? 
Had the Revinir told Thisbe that she’d killed Alex? How awful for 
Thisbe to find that out and have no one to go to. Or was Thisbe 
really gone, like the Revinir had suggested? Was this search 
completely fruitless? Were they just wasting time? Fifer’s anxiety 
grew, and her heart ached anew. Why did she have to care so much? 
Life would be easier if she didn’t. 

She frowned and pushed that thought aside. “If Thisbe isn’t in the 
catacombs ...,” Fifer said quietly to Dev. “Like, if the Revinir did 
something else with her, where do you think she'd be?” 

Dev thought for a long moment. “The only thing I can think of is 
that the Revinir might have given her to the king to make up for her 
soldiers killing Princess Shanti. But that’s a stretch. They used to 
trade slaves regularly when one wronged the other, but now, with 
this war looming and the tensions rising . .. Pm not so sure the 
Revinir would even offer.” 

It was unsettling. “Tat,” Fifer whispered, not realizing at first that 
she’d said it out loud. She glanced sheepishly at Dev, who turned his 
head and nodded. “That’s right,” he said with a hint of a smile. 

She started to smile back, then stopped herself. She didn’t need to 
start caring about Dev, of all people—she had plenty of others to 


worry about already. 

As they went slowly up and down the streets for hours, sniffing 
the air and looking for wisps of smoke curling up from cracks or 
holes or pipes in the ground, Fifer kept most of her agonizing 
thoughts about her loved ones to herself. Eventually she grew 
exhausted by them, and her mind turned to the common language 
that Dev had spoken to the people on the house steps. And she felt a 
strange yearning inside her to learn it. Perhaps that would keep her 
occupied with things less painful. 

When they gave up for the night, they crossed over the square 
again. This time it was almost deserted, except for a party of three in 
the distance. Their heads were down as they went toward the hill and 
the cliff that dropped sharply down to the crater lake. Dev and Fifer 
veered northwest, in the direction of the forest and their camp, with 
the others behind. 

“Will you teach me more words of the common language 
sometime?” Fifer asked Dev. “I’d like to learn.” 

“Sure, said Dev. “There are a lot more neighborhoods to search. 
We can do it to pass the time while we're looking.” 

Fifer smiled. “Tat.” Behind them, Lani poked Samheed in the arm 
and gave him a sly grin. But Seth, breathing heavily from all the 


walking, frowned at Dev’s back. 


as 





Trying To Make Sense of It 


After seeing Alex’s grave, Thisbe had felt physically ill with all the 
unanswered questions. How had it happened? Who or what had 
killed him? Had there been a battle? Wild animals? A tragic 
accident? Who else had been with him, and where were they now? 
How long ago had it happened? Was he the only one who'd died? 
What about Fifer? The questions pounded in her ears, and she 
couldn't turn them off. 

After they'd absorbed some of the shock, Rohan had suggested 
trying to figure out which way the party had gone so they could 
follow. But despite the torch, their efforts had been fruitless in the 
dark. There were several trampled paths branching off the flattened 
camp area, and they couldn't tell who’d made them or when. It was 
overwhelming. Had they been made by the Artiméans? Or by 
soldiers? Or perhaps something else that had attacked and killed 
Alex? Were they coming or going? Were there other graves they 
didn’t know about? Was Fifer alive? Or Seth? Or anybody? The fact 
that there were no answers was debilitating. They'd ventured back to 


the cave with no information. 


Over the next few days, Thisbe, Sky, and Rohan stayed in their 
cave, trying to deal with this terrible blow and put the pieces of the 
story together. Sky spent endless hours staring into the fire. 
Occasionally silent tears would slip down her cheeks, and she’d bury 
her face in her hands. 

Thisbe felt strange most of the time. It seemed so weird and 
terrible and foreign that she didn’t know how to feel, how to react. 
This death was so... complicated. Alex and Fifer and everyone from 
Artimé had been distant for so long, they almost didn’t seem real to 
Thisbe anymore. And she and Alex hadn’t exactly been very friendly 
toward one another the last time shed seen him. She felt terrible 
about it now, and guilty. Shed loved Alex—she just hadn’t liked him 
very much, and now that felt wrong. She longed for a chance to 
change it. To be a better sister to him. Sometimes at night, when she 
heard Sky sniffling, Thisbe would start crying too. Those were the 
moments when the girl felt the most human. The least frozen. 

While Sky and Thisbe mourned, Rohan took care of the camp. He 
felt terrible for the two—especially that they had to find out about 
Alex this way, with no explanation. It left so many questions. He 
listened when they felt like talking, fished and cooked when they 
needed to eat, fetched water and firewood and cleaned the makeshift 
plates after the meals. And he tried now and then to make them 
smile when it seemed appropriate. They appreciated him more than 
they could express. 

A few days later, Sky felt recovered enough from the shock to 
venture out on her own. She needed some time alone, outside of the 
depressing cave. And she wanted to go back to the grave and the 


forest area during daylight to see if she could find traces of any 


Artiméans remaining in this world. For as she and Thisbe adjusted 
to the idea of Alex being dead, they'd begun to imagine that any 
remaining Artiméans might have gone home once their magic was 
restored. The loss of the head mage might have been so great that 
they'd need to return home to regroup and help people there cope. 
But what if some of them had stayed? Sky needed to find out. 

Leaving Thisbe and Rohan to the safety of the cave, Sky set out in 
the morning and retraced their steps. At the old campsite she stood 
for a moment at Alex’s grave. Nothing had changed. The seek spells 
still hovered. 

Sky knelt and talked to him quietly. “I have Thisbe with me,” she 
said through tears. “Everything is going to be okay. I just .. . I miss 
you. I can’t believe you're gone.” She cried harder and collapsed on 
the dirt that covered him. “This just isn’t fair! ld give anything,” she 
sobbed. “Anything to have you back.” 

She lingered, draped over the grave, wishing for a sign from him 
to indicate he’d heard her. But there was nothing. After a while she 
sat up and wiped her eyes. Then she rummaged through the brush 
for a large piece of bark and something sharp, and painstakingly 
carved the words “Sky/Thisbe together/alive by lake” on the bark. She 
laid it on top of the grave in hopes that someone from Artimé would 
come to Alex’s grave and notice it. 

Then, with a start, she picked it up again. What if the Revinir’s 
soldiers discovered it while looking for Thisbe and read it? She’d just 
given away her location. That would’ve been a terrible mistake. She 
debated what to do—cross out the names? Or just Thisbe’s? She 
settled on scraping off several words, leaving “Sky by lake,” thinking 


anyone other than Artiméans would confuse her name for the actual 


sky above and wouldn't think anything of the strange words. She set 
the bark down again. It would be difficult to notice even for someone 
looking for a message. But it would have to do. 

Eventually Sky got up and chose a wide, trampled path to the west 
that seemed recent. She went down it for several hours until the 
forest ended and a desert landscape began. In the far-off distance 
were slate-colored rocks jutting up with some hills. Everything in 
that direction looked dead, like nothing could possibly live there. She 
could no longer see the river. Sky knew she had to turn back for 
water, if not food. She didn’t think the Artiméans would continue in 
this direction, especially if they thought they knew where Thisbe 
was. The trail shed followed must have been made by someone or 
something else. She returned the way she’d come. 

By the time she got back to the abandoned campsite and gravesite, 
it was afternoon. She refreshed herself at the river, then stopped, 
thinking. The group would no doubt stay along the river—there was 
no other source of water except for the lake near her cave, and they 
definitely weren’t there. The second path she chose went to the east, 
toward the world of the seven islands, and it followed the river most 
of the time. Occasionally Sky could see the main road that connected 
Dragonsmarche to the castle. There were green-uniformed soldiers 
stationed along it. She wasn’t sure if that was a new thing since the 
call to arms, or if they'd always done it. It seemed like a waste of 
time, but who was she to say? Again Sky walked a couple of hours, 
but there was no sign of her friends this way either. There was also 
no sign of an end to this path, so she kept going. 

Eventually the forest thinned, and she caught sight of a 
breathtaking castle set on top of a needle-shaped cliff with a great 


waterfall and a wall of mist billowing up beyond it. According to 
Thisbe, the seven islands were just past the great gorge that the 
water fell into. It was so close, yet impossible for her to cross. 

In that moment Sky’s heart constricted. She thought about life in 
Artimé without Alex. Could she go back there? Would she? Or 
would it be too painful? Perhaps she’d go to her mother on Warbler 
Island... or just stay here to tend Alex’s grave. She laughed ruefully 
for the first time in days. Perhaps she was arrogant thinking she'd 
have a choice. 

Putting up a hand to shield her eyes, Sky focused on the castle. It 
would take half a day to get there on foot, she reckoned, but the path 
she was following didn’t lead to it. Not that she wanted to go there. 
She knew that castle had to be the one where Thisbe had been 
imprisoned—the one where the Revinir had kept the young dragons 
captive. It was strange to think that there were underground crypts 
and tunnels running all the way from the castle westward to the 
Dragonsmarche square, and beyond it to the lakeside cliff and cave 
exit from which Thisbe and Rohan had escaped. 

Sky turned and looked down the path ahead of her. With less and 
less growth and more dirt and stones underfoot, the path was harder 
to see, but it seemed to open up and continue over rocky terrain 
toward the cliff’s edge. Toward home. 

“Perhaps they really have given up,’ Sky murmured. “Gone home.” 
After all, it had been a huge loss for them. Maybe others had been 
hurt or killed too. They would have lost their magic for a while, Sky 
remembered, and she knew how awful that would be for the mages, 
especially if they were in the midst of battle like last time. Her soul 


groaned at the memory of bringing Artimé back with Alex so many 


years ago. Clearly the provisions Alex had put in place for the 
occasion of his untimely death had been easier to decipher than the 
hint Mr. Today had left for Alex, for Sky had been able to send the 
seek spell recently—they couldn’t have been without magic for too 
long. 

She pulled the piece of slate from her pocket, and it blurred in 
front of her. Her trembling lips formed a smile as she tried to read 
the words through her tears—though she knew the silly poem by 
heart. 

With a slight shake of her head, she turned and started walking 
toward the road so she could take the easier terrain back to her cave. 

As she went, a song played in her mind from a musical that 
Samheed had written. The young Unwanted students had performed 
it a few years ago. The story was about a kingdom reeling after the 
tragic death of the crown princess. The song was called “Alone and 
Away,’ and it had been sung onstage by a tearless, defiant young 
woman who'd loved the princess wholeheartedly. They'd planned so 
many things together. In the song the woman was making a decision 
to do those things alone. 

Sky had felt a strong pull to that character back then, and shed 
loved that musical more than any other she’d ever seen—Samheed’s 
creative ability was truly majestic. The story and song had moved her 
tremendously. But she’d never imagined that she'd lose Alex like this 
young woman had lost her princess. 

Sky hummed a few bars, remembering the lilting, mournful notes. 


She hesitated, then haltingly began to sing: 


This song is from the crushed part of my heart. 


Sky’s voice, permanently scarred by the thornament shed been 
forced to wear on Warbler Island as a child, was husky and pleasant, 
though it faltered with emotion now. She continued, half in a 


whisper as she trudged to the beat. 


The part that thrums reminders that you’re gone. 
I don’t regret a moment of our days. 
But I won't fall. I'll be okay, you know. 


I’ve always been that way. 


As much as I wish you back with me, 
I'm still the same. My dreams remain. 
I don’t need a soul to know my name. 
And I'll get on just fine—I always do. 
Alone and away. 


Alone and away. 


As the last words slipped from Sky’s lips, the sun began to sink, 
lighting up rainbows in the mist that rose between the worlds. 

Moments later came the king’s call to arms from the castle. It was 
a sharp reminder that all was not well in the land of the dragons. 


And things were about to get worse. 
» >» » 


Back at the cave, Thisbe and Rohan were cleaning up after a meal. 
“Tell me more about the meteors,” said Thisbe. “They caused an 
earthquake?” 

“That’s what the books say,” said Rohan. “They hit, and there was 


a huge impact. Some accounts called it an earthquake. Everyone 


panicked, and an uprising of militants that had been slowly growing 
over the years seized the moment of fear and vulnerability to try to 
oust the black-eyed rulers. Some of the rulers sent their children 
away to try to save them—east toward your seven islands and west, 
just there.” He pointed across the lake to the land beyond. “Several of 
the rulers were killed or taken captive, though I’m not sure how— 
there was only a small mention of it in the book I was reading.” 

“Then what?” 

“Then the ghost dragons drove off the uprisers. But they'd already 
done quite a lot of harm. A few days later, as a result of the 
earthquake, our world split from yours and formed that chasm near 
the castle. The theory is that a crack had formed unnoticed under the 
sea from the meteors’ impact. Without warning, it gave way. Now the 
sea plunges into nothing on your side of the chasm. The sea’s basin 
was much smaller on our side, and eventually it dried up.” 

“Wow, said Thisbe. “That’s ...a lot of awful stuff all at once.’ She 
thought about the images she'd seen when she'd taken the ancestor 
broth. The meteors, the earthquake . . . even the uprising and the 
fleet of dragons seemed to fit into Rohan’s story. Perhaps the 
screaming girl being taken away too. 

They grabbed their fishing gear and headed out of the cave to 
catch something for Sky, who would surely be hungry by the time she 
got back. 

“How long ago was that?” asked Thisbe. 

“What?” 

“The meteors and stuff.” 

Rohan thought as they made their way to the shore. “I don’t recall 
the exact date. Forty or fifty years ago, I think.” He sighed. “I miss 


books.” 

“Where are all your books now?” Thisbe asked. 

“Who knows? They could be anywhere.’ He turned away. 
“Destroyed, probably.” 

“Thats horrible.’ Thisbe hesitated, feeling as though shed 
stepped too close again. She turned the conversation back. “Did the 
uprisers get taken down by the dragons?” 

“Most of them,” said Rohan. “But one group managed to seize the 
realm.” 

Thisbe looked in the direction of the castle. She couldn't quite see 
it from down here by the lake, but she knew well where it was. “The 
man who is king now?” she asked. 

“He was one of them,” said Rohan. 

“And now he keeps black-eyed children as slaves.” 

“Yes.” 

Thisbe cast her line, and they fished in brooding silence until they 
heard footsteps on the path near the cave. 

“Sky must be back,” said Rohan. “We'd better catch something 
quickly, or she’ll think we’ve been slacking off.” 

“We're at the lake!” Thisbe called out to Sky. 

But Sky didn’t answer. Instead they heard two familiar male 
voices, followed by the zing of a sword being drawn. Thisbe caught a 
flash of a blue uniform and froze. Then she and Rohan dove for the 
bushes. 


But it was too late. 





A New Direction 


The two blue-uniformed soldiers came charging toward Thisbe and 
Rohan. Thisbe swore under her breath and flexed her fingers. She’d 
been so stupid to call out, assuming any noise would belong to Sky. 
Rohan bent and grabbed the dagger from around his ankle. 

One of the soldiers barked out a question in the common language 
of Grimere. Rohan hesitated, then answered. The man said 
something more. Rohan’s eyes widened, and he put his lips to 
Thisbe’s ear. “Theyre looking for us,” he whispered. “But they 
haven't yet figured out they've found us.” 

Thisbe’s heart pounded. 

The soldiers trampled through the brush, talking more in the 
common language. Then one, who'd guarded the river, pulled the 
brush aside and caught sight of the two former slaves. “It’s them!” 
They continued to converse in the common language as they 
advanced on Thisbe and Rohan. 

With their backs against the cavern walls, there was nowhere for 
Rohan and Thisbe to hide. Before they could decide to jump into the 
lake and try to escape that way, the men had their swords in the two 


friends’ chests, pinning them. One shouted triumphantly. 


The other responded in kind. The cold blade slid upward to 
Thisbe’s throat. What were they saying? Was she about to die? She 
recognized the second one from the catacombs too. Hed been the 
one to burn the back of her neck with the Revinir’s branding tool. 
Wild with anger and fright, her childhood instincts kicked in. She 
knocked the sword away and pointed at the soldiers. “Boom!” she 
yelled, stumbling backward. She grimaced, clutched her chest, and 
said it again. “Boom!” 

Huge sparks slammed into them. Their swords went flying. They 
flew backward, shrieking. When they hit the ground, they broke into 
dozens of pieces, which scattered over the shore and into the water. 

Thisbe sucked in a gasp and fell forward. Blood dripped from her 
neck. Her limbs shook. 

Bewildered, Rohan let out a ragged breath. “What just happened?” 
He jumped forward to look all around. The coast was clear. He 
examined the toylike pieces of soldiers, then noticed Thisbe was still 
on all fours. He reached out to help her up. “Are you okay, Thisbe? 
You're shaking. And bleeding. How did you make that happen?” 

Thisbe got to her feet and dabbed the cut with her shirt collar. “I 
think I’m okay.” She felt weak, drained by the intense magic. But 
shed done what shed had to do. She was not going back to the 
catacombs. Ever. Not if she could help it. “I used an old spell I 
learned as a toddler. I hate using it.” She pursed her lips and brushed 
herself off. “But it was necessary, and since there were only two of 
them, I was pretty sure I could get them both before my strength ran 
out.” She wiped the sweat off her forehead. “What were they saying?” 

“One said they'd get reward money from the Revinir. They said 


she was desperate to have her test subject back again.” Rohan picked 


up the soldiers’ unharmed swords. 

“Test subject? That’s me.” 

“Im pretty sure youre who they meant, yes,’ said Rohan, giving 
her a side-eye glance. “They also said she wants us both for her new 
army.” 

“Oh.” Thisbe swallowed hard. Her new army? “Do you think there 
are any more soldiers coming?” 

“I don’t know. The second one said nobody wanted to search 
down here because it was too difficult. So Pm hoping nobody else 
will come.” 

“When these two don’t return, somebody else will come looking 
for them,” said Thisbe grimly. “I’m glad they can’t tell anybody they 
found us.” 

“I don’t know, Thiz—I see a pair of lips over there on the shore.” 

“Rohan, no. Gross.” But she gave him a shaky grin. 

“Speaking of gross, let’s clean your wound before you leave a trail 
of blood for the next group of soldiers to follow,” said Rohan, only 
partly joking. He helped her back to the cave. 

When Sky returned, Rohan and Thisbe filled her in on what had 
happened. They discussed relocating, but ultimately they decided to 
remain in their cave. With such a big bounty on their heads, they 
were safer here than anywhere else. And Sky refused to leave the 
lakeside—there was still a small chance that the volcano could bring 


rescuers from Artimé, and she wasn’t going to miss it if it happened. 
» >» » 


Over the next few days Sky went back to the forest to search the 
other trampled paths, but none of them led to any of the kinds of 


clues she was looking for. And her bark note remained untouched. 
She began to lose heart. 

Confined to the cave area but always on edge after what had 
happened, Thisbe grew restless. She was starting to come to terms 
with Alex’s death. At least she could function again, and she spent 
most mornings at the lake catching fish with Rohan. When Sky 
finally decided to abandon her searches, she returned to camp and 
found them there. 

“Did you discover any other graves today?” asked Thisbe. 

“No,” said Sky. 

“Good.” But then Thisbe’s voice tightened. “They've gone home, 
haven’t they?” She tossed the wormy hook end of her string into the 
water. She hadn’t said those words aloud so definitively before, but 
shed thought them many times. What would anyone do if their 
leader fell? They'd retreat. Even if it meant leaving someone behind. 

Sky gave Thisbe a long look, as if deciding to reveal what she 
really feared. “I believe they’ve gone, yes.” 

Rohan, standing between them, dropped his gaze and cast his line 
too. He got down on his haunches and stared at the smooth water. 

“So they've abandoned me for good.” Thisbe flinched, but she took 
a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay. Well, it feels better to say that 
out loud. After all, it was only me they were looking for. I doubt 
anyone expected they could’ve found you here too.” 

“Thisbe,” said Sky softly. 

But Thisbe didn’t want to be told anything different. It was the 
truth. Alex had died. Maybe others were hurt or killed—who knew? 
Would they come back eventually? No one knew that, either. “We 


can’t sit here forever waiting for them.” 


“We could go to the edge of the gorge and camp there,” suggested 
Sky. “Then we'd see them coming across.” 

“There’s no drinking water there,’ said Thisbe mechanically, 
staring at the volcano. If there was one thing she’d learned, it was to 
always know where the water was. The most important thing in the 
world was water, it seemed. 

“Right, I forgot,’ murmured Sky. “But there’s that waterfall near 
the castle.” 

“Neither Rohan nor I are safe there,’ said Thisbe. “Or anywhere 
out in the open. We need to stay hidden from the soldiers on both 
sides. And from the people of Grimere. We can’t trust anybody. But 
I'm going crazy being stuck in that cave.” 

“Tell me about it,” Sky admitted. “I’ve been there for months. At 
least we're a little safer there.” 

“True.” Thisbe felt a tug on her line, and she tensed. The volcano 
in the lake belched out a puff of smoke, and the water rippled all 
around it. “It’s going to blow in a few minutes,” said Thisbe. 

“Yes,” said Sky, who'd been keeping track of its movements since 
she arrived. “It'll pop its top in about six minutes, spewing fire and 
lava, followed by a big rush of water that'll shoot up and outward. 
It'll stay up while its core cools, about twenty or thirty minutes, and 
then it'll sink, taking all the water around it down into its giant 
crater.” 

“You sound like a scientist,’ said Rohan. 

“Tve studied the one in our world for years,” said Sky. “And, to be 
truthful, I think about giving the volcano network a try again. 
But...” She trailed off as another, larger puff of smoke came out of 


the top. “I don’t know.” 


Thisbe yanked on her line like Sky had taught her to do, and she 
pulled a fish out of the water. She held it up as it wriggled and 
dripped. Then she laid it on the shore and took the hook out, and 
used one of their newly acquired swords to quickly put the fish out of 
its misery. 

“Nice catch,” said Rohan. 

“It’s a little small for breakfast,” said Thisbe. “One more should do 
it, though.” 

They felt the ground shiver and looked at the volcano. It began 
rumbling, and then fire shot from it as predicted. Molten lava 
streamed down the sides, and then a burst of water flew out. It arced 
like a fountain, and most of the liquid went just beyond the 
boundaries of the volcano. There was a loud clap when it hit the 
surface of the lake. 

“T still don’t get how you survived getting shot out of that thing 
like a cannon,” said Rohan, glancing at Sky. “Was it hot being so 
close to that lava?” 

“Not really. Maybe the bubble protected me from the heat. All I 
remember is that somehow I made it to shore, and I saw those 
strange footprints near me.” 

“Do you think,” said Thisbe, pausing to put a bit of a worm on her 
hook, “that any of the water creatures from our world ever come 
through the volcano? I know Pan doesn’t. She didn’t seem to know 
about this passage when Fifer and Seth and I snuck off. I remember 
she told Hux to let her know if they find the other way to get there.” 

“I don’t know,” said Sky. “Maybe Issie does. She often disappears 
for a few days when she’s out looking for her baby.” 


“Issie is a...asea monster, you said?” asked Rohan. 


“Yes,” said Thisbe. “She’s been looking for her baby for more than 
seven hundred years.” She turned back to Sky. “Maybe she was here 
and she helped you?” 

“I suppose stranger things have happened,’ said Sky with a shrug. 

“I just hope the eels don’t travel through there,” said Thisbe, 
remembering the stories from Lani’s books. 

“You can say that again.” Sky had witnessed them in action. 

They went silent for a time. Then Rohan looked up and tilted his 
head, straining to listen. “Do you hear something?” 

They looked around, but no one was in sight. Thisbe looked up at 
the open entrance to the catacombs, wondering if the sound was 
coming from inside it. She knew no one there could see them since 
the River Taveer flowed across the passageway, stopping anyone 
from getting across. Well, anyone but Thisbe and Rohan, who'd 
gotten out using Thisbe’s magic. 

Thisbe’s scales on her arms and legs tingled. 

“It’s coming from the square,” said Sky. 

“Drums, said Rohan, pivoting toward Dragonsmarche. “Is it 
market day? I’ve lost track. Maybe another procession?” 

“Yes, I think it’s several drums,” said Sky. “But I’ve never heard 
ones like that before. It sounds ... ominous. Not like a parade.” 

The beat grew louder, and then they heard a faint voice, like 
someone speaking into a bullhorn very far away. They couldn’t make 
out the words. 

“Something’s happening,” said Sky, looking concerned. 

“The war,” said Rohan. “Do you think it’s beginning? Are they 
trying to draw the Revinir out?” 

“What should we do?” said Thisbe. 


Sky thought for a moment. “We’re safest where we are. They 
probably won’t bring the fight down here because of its 
inaccessibility. And there’s not much land to fight on.” 

They went back to fishing, but the developments made them 
uneasy. Just as Rohan was feeling a tug at his line, the lake shivered 
and the volcano plunged down loudly, causing the fish to dart away. 

Sky and Thisbe stared at the spot where the volcano had been and 
watched the waves ripple, then settle. Both were thinking the same 
thing. Before, when they'd thought someone from Artimé would be 
looking for them, they hadn’t wanted to risk death or even just 
getting lost in some other frightening place. But now that they 
feared they were stuck here, perhaps forever, they began to wonder 
what they had to lose by giving the magical transportation volcano a 


try. Besides their lives, that is. 





Brimming Over 


(In the day the ominous drumbeat sounded, Fifer heard it from the 
safety of their new camp on the west side of the square. She sat up 
from playing an idle game to pass the time with Dev and looked 
around, alarmed. “What’s going on?” 

“I don’t know,” said Dev. He flicked a small stone like a marble at 
another pile of stones, hitting a few of them. 

“I hope they haven't followed us.” Fifer got up and peered through 
the trees, but of course the camp was too deep in the woods for her 
to see anything. 

“It’s coming from the square,” Talon informed them. “No one is 
approaching.” 

“Oh. Well, that’s good,” said Fifer. She plopped back down next to 
Dev and stretched out. Surprisingly, she was the tiniest bit 
disappointed by the report. She was getting extraordinarily restless 
after being cooped up in camp all day, every day, with Dev and 
Arabis because of their wanted status. Plus, they’d just ended their 
evening searches for smoke after scouring every side street twice. 
Either the Revinir wasn’t cooking broth anymore, or Dev had the 


location completely wrong in his mind. Nobody blamed him. It was 


clear Dev was making a huge effort to be a better person, and they 
believed he was trying his hardest to help them. Besides, it was 
difficult to fathom how he could get the location right in the first 
place—they’d all seen how the passageways weaved around like a 
labyrinth. 

Simber stayed in camp too, keeping a close watch in the opposite 
direction from Talon, and Arabis was there to help. “All clearrr 
frrrom this dirrrection,’ Simber reported. He wasn’t about to let 
another surprise attack happen. 

Everyone else had ventured to the market like locals. Even Lani, 
who wore a long coat to hide her magical wheeled machine. But Fifer 
didn’t have her dark stage glasses anymore, and she and Dev couldn’t 
hide their eye color. Before they left, Carina promised she and Seth 
would look for items in the market that would help, but even if they 
found something, the Artiméans didn’t have any money. 

Dev had money. He had the piece of gold that Shanti had given 
him for turning in Fifer and Thisbe to be sold as slaves, and the belt 
from the market, which held all the money he'd collected from 
selling the dragon-bone broth that day. And he’d sold quite a lot. He 
wondered idly about the people who'd bought it. Had they drunk it 
by now? Had it done anything to them? 

Dev didn’t mention his sudden wealth to his new friends, though 
it burned on his conscience. Maybe he’d never spend it. Then again, 
it technically belonged to the Revinir, so maybe he would. He had no 
idea what to buy with it. 

Fifer rolled over and propped herself up, her elbows sinking into 
the soft ground. “What do you think the Revinir meant when she 


said Thisbe wasn’t there anymore?” Fifer asked Dev. 


“Tve already told you,” said Dev. “Are you still thinking about 
that?” He automatically plucked a dried leaf from her sleeve, like 
he’d have done for Shanti, then flushed as he realized it. It seemed a 
little too intimate, somehow. 

Fifer didn’t notice. “I think it’s important. It feels like a clue.” 
Once she'd gotten over some of her initial fears, stepping into being 
a leader had come pretty easily. And naturally. Shed always had 
strong opinions and liked to be heard, so that felt like a good fit. But 
now the pressure was growing to figure out a solution, and the 
theory of the fourth entrance seemed to be a dud. Fifer was trying to 
listen to her instincts like Simber had told her to do. And this was 
one thought that kept popping up and making her feel uneasy. 

Dev gathered the stones that had been knocked loose from the 
pile and brought them back. “The Revinir was probably lying. Are 
you even sure you heard her right? She has an accent.” 

“She has our accent,” said Fifer, popping Dev over the head with a 
stick full of leaves. “I’m pretty sure that’s what she said.” 

Dev recoiled at first, having been struck more times in his life 
than he could count, then relaxed and laughed a little when he 
realized it was a playful gesture. “Well, maybe she meant that Thisbe 
wasn’t in her crypt anymore because she was in the kitchen.” 

Fifer blinked. “Oh,” she said. “I guess that makes sense.” 

“There are only a couple other places to go besides the kitchen. 
The extracting room—maybe she got sent there to work. That’s by 
the river and the cave entrance.” He paused. “She might have tried 
escaping that way—I’m pretty sure every slave down there has eyed 
that river and thought about the risk of trying to cross it.” He took a 


stick and drew a crude map in the carpet of brown pine needles on 


the forest floor, pointing out the places. “The only other one is the 
castle dungeon.” 

“Shed never make it through the dungeon without getting 
captured,” muttered Fifer, who knew the area all too well. “I’m sure 
there are even more guards there now after what we did. Thisbe 
might try the river. She can hold her breath really well.” She cringed, 
thinking about Thisbe trying to swim across the river and getting 
swept away. It made her stomach ache. She tried to shake the image 
from her mind—she couldn’t be thinking like that if she was going to 
be a good leader. She needed to tamp down her feelings, or it could 
cost her. She had to make cool, collected decisions and not care so 
much about her loved ones. But the image of Thisbe being swept 
down that rapid river continued to torture her. What if Thisbe was 
dead? Why didn’t Fifer feel anything? Could that be the reason? 

Dev put the stick down. He turned back to his game, tossing 
another stone and knocking loose three others in the pile. 
“Excellent,” he said under his breath, pleased with himself. He 
gathered them up and glanced at Fifer. “Honestly, I don’t know. Like 
I said before, maybe she got sent to the castle dungeon in a trade and 
she’s chained up.” He paused, thinking harder about what he'd just 
said. “You know, that’s actually starting to make sense.” 

“The dungeon?” asked Fifer, horrified. “Oh, I hope not.” 

Dev frowned and tapped his lips. “If the Revinir was mad after 
your attack, who else would she take it out on?” 

“There is no one else,” said Fifer. 

“Exactly. Maybe she’s punishing Thisbe.” 

“But—but the Revinir said that Thisbe wasn’t there anymore 


while we were there fighting her! So she wouldn’t have had time to 


punish Thisbe for us attacking.” 

Dev glanced at Fifer. “How long had you been down there before 
you got to Thisbe’s crypt? The Revinir could have seen you coming 
and... and, I don’t know, maybe hidden her or something.” 

“We were fighting for a while,” Fifer admitted. “All over the place. 
We didn’t see the Revinir until the end, when .. . well, you know.” 
She didn’t want to talk again about what had happened with Alex. 

“The Revinir is pretty smart,” said Dev. “Pll bet she got wind of 
what was happening, grabbed Thisbe, and hid her somewhere so she 
could use her crypt to ambush you. Then she told you Thisbe wasn’t 
there just to mess with your head.” 

Arabis, who'd been keeping watch nearby, turned her head. “I 
think the boy is right,” she said. “The Revinir is devious. I imagine 
she intended to throw you off with that remark—perhaps even to 
keep you from coming back again to look for Thisbe.” 

That made a lot of sense to Fifer. 

Simber turned sharply. “Hmm.” It made sense to him, too. He 
caught Fifer’s eye and nodded. “Thank you forrr that insight, 
Arrrabis,” he growled. 

Arabis tipped her head in response, then turned back to scanning 
the forest for intruders. 

“This constant rehashing is driving me crazy,’ muttered Fifer. 
“And I keep doing it to myself.” The unanswered questions were 
getting harder to withstand, and the feeling was sure to get worse 
before it got better. She looked to Simber for guidance. “How are we 
going to find out for sure where Thisbe is without being caught?” 

Simber was quiet for a long moment, deep in thought. “It seems 


like we can use the impending warrr in ourrr favorrr,” he said. “I’m 


not surrre how. But warrrs can be a big distrrraction.” 

“Especially if the Revinir needs all her soldiers to fight the king’s 
people,” said Fifer thoughtfully. “That'll make it easier to get inside 
without having to fight so many of them. Maybe we wait until the 
war starts before we go after her.” 

“That still doesn’t help us know where Thisbe is,” said Dev. 
“Unless .. P He looked sideways at Fifer. “Unless we send a spy 
down before we go in after her.” 

“Ahh,” said Fifer. “Good idea, Dev.” The time had come again for 


their tiniest member to act. “Where’s Kitten?” 





A Rocky Start to Forever 


(nce Artimé was back to running normally, Aaron took the tube to 
the Island of Shipwrecks. There he explained to Ishibashi, Ito, and 
Sato what had happened, and told them he'd be taking over Artimé. 
He promised to return to see if the scientists needed anything. 

The scientists took the news hard. They mourned their friend 
Alex’s passing and assured Aaron they'd be fine on their island, like 
always. Aaron promised them that Henry would continue to visit, as 
he often did, to check in and collect some of the scientists’ unusual 
plants from the greenhouse. Aaron said a reluctant good-bye to the 
three men who had taken him under their wing during his rocky 
coming-of-age years and taught him how to change his life and be a 
better person. He collected Daniel and returned to Artimé to fulfill 


his duties. 
»» » 


Unfortunately the few grumblers hadn’t stopped just because their 
magical comforts were restored. Instead their numbers seemed to be 
growing. Aaron soon discovered the leader’s name when he returned 


to find a letter from her. 


Aaron Stowe, 


You were the one who exposed our secret world to Quill years ago. You worked with the 
High Priest Justine against Artimé in the first battle. Then you killed Marcus Today 
and plotted to take over Artimé again. 

You didn’t succeed. But now here you are. 

I’m not the only one wondering what sort of plotting you've been doing all these years 


and what you plan to do now that you are in power. We demand answers. 


Frieda Stubbs and the Dissenters 


Aaron troubled over the harsh letter. All these years? He'd been 
helping Artimé and falling in love with Kaylee and taking care of 
Ishibashi and Ito and Sato and having a child. And now mourning 
his brother, worrying over his sisters, and trying to lead a world he 
didn’t feel totally comfortable leading. But he certainly wasn’t 
plotting anything. Those days were long gone. He’d changed. Period. 

Apparently Frieda Stubbs still saw something sinister in him. 

He didn’t answer the letter. But Frieda and the dissenters found 
him on the lawn one day playing with Daniel. Aaron saw the small, 
angry-looking group coming and gathered Daniel into his lap. The 
woman who'd heckled him his first day back led the charge. 

“You should give up your position as mage,” the leader announced 
without greeting. “Your presence soils this great world. There’s no 
forgiving what you've done.” 

Aaron held his seat on the lawn, but his heart began to race. “You 
must be Frieda Stubbs,” he said. “I received your letter.” 

“That’s right. I am,” said Frieda, her eyes like slits. “It figures you 
wouldn’t know who I was.” She seemed offended that he hadn’t 
recognized her, which could only add to the weight of her grievances. 

Aaron got to his feet and held Daniel close. He scanned the group 


warily as the others caught up to her and crowded around him, 


nearly enclosing him in a circle. “I understand that there are people 
who will never forgive me for... what happened with Mr. Today.” 

“You've got that right,” said a man with her. “It’s not just a ‘what 
happened with Mr. Today’ thing. Say the words! Say what you did!” 

The group inched closer. Aaron swallowed hard. “I accidentally 
killed Marcus Today with heart attack spells,” said Aaron. “I didn’t 
know there was a lethal dose. I’m terribly sorry for what I did. If I 
could take it back, I would. In an instant.” 

“Well, you can’t take it back!” shouted another from behind the 
first two. “How do you expect us to follow a leader who killed the 
man who created this world? It’s madness!” 

Frieda leaned in menacingly. “Did you kill your own brother, too, 
so you could finally take over? That’s what I want to know! People 
everywhere are saying it.” 

Aaron stared. “What?” he exclaimed, incredulous. “That’s 


1? 


preposterous!” He couldn’t even begin to understand where such a 
claim had come from. 

“You did it, didn’t you!” snarled Frieda. “So you could take over 
once and for all. You’ve been plotting it for years.” 

“My God,’ whispered Aaron, feeling sick to his stomach. He 
didn’t know how to respond. To not only lose his soul-mate twin, but 
to be accused of killing him? “How could you . . . ?” he whispered. 

As the group inched even closer, Daniel started to cry. Shaken, 
Aaron took several steps back, breaking through the circle, and 
soothed the boy while glancing quickly around the lawn for allies. 
But no one seemed to have noticed what was happening. Aaron 


looked back at Frieda, his expression hard. “Perhaps you could take a 


meeting with Claire Morning to sort through what is truth and what 
is not.” 

“Claire Morning should be our head mage!” cried Frieda. 

“Yes!” said the man next to her. The group circled the mage again. 

Daniel’s cries turned to wails. Aaron’s stomach churned as he 
looked for a way to escape. He held the baby close and whispered 
calming things in the boy’s ear as the accusations continued around 
him. But when Frieda stepped too close, within reach of Daniel, 
Aaron’s face darkened with anger. “Step back!” he said. 

“Make me!” said the woman. 

“Frieda Stubbs,” said Aaron, his free hand moving to his pocket 
full of spell components, “you are threatening my child. Please. Step. 
Away.” 

The woman faltered but remained scowling. The man next to her 
put his hand on her shoulder. 

A few of the others snapped to their senses and moved back, and 
finally Frieda did too. “I feel sorry for your boy, having a murderer 
for a father.” 

Aaron stared; the blood drained from his face. His fist was balled 
up and aching inside the sleeve of his robe, clutching components. 
But he retained some sense and held back. 

Frieda sneered, then spat on Aaron’s shoes and stormed away. Her 
companions followed, a few of them looking a bit dazed, as if they 
hadn't expected things to go quite like they'd gone. 

When they disappeared around the fountain, Aaron let a wild 
breath escape and dropped to his knees. He closed his eyes for a 
moment, cradling his precious crying boy, then kissed him on the top 


of his head and shakily started to sing him a lullaby to quiet him. 


All the while his mind raced. What kind of fringe lunatic was this 
Frieda Stubbs to accuse him of such a thing? And with people like 
that around, how would Aaron ever be an effective leader? He'd 
never succeed without the full support and love of Artimé, like Alex 
had had. Could Aaron possibly last with such rancor surrounding 
him? Even after this generation of Artiméans passed on, the stories 
would remain. Who knows what other wild accusations could be 
next? It seemed controversy would never stop plaguing Aaron, not 
through all eternity. 

Perhaps he really wasn’t the right person for this job. 





Filled with Doubts 


[leeks passed in Artimé. Aaron spent his days figuring out the ins 
and outs of the mansion while having deep conversations with 
friends about what to do next regarding the rescue team, for whom 
concern was growing. In between talks Aaron survived a few more 
confrontations with Frieda Stubbs and her band of conspiracy 
theorists. 

He shared the situation with a few trusted friends. They promised 
to keep an eye out and try to reason with the concerned citizens. 
Henry came to Aaron’s aid once in the dining hall, and Claire broke 
up another group on the lawn ... at least temporarily. 

Also during that chaotic time the four young dragons—Hux the 
ice blue, Drock the dark purple, Yarbeck the purple and gold, and 
Ivis the green—came to Artimé with their detached wings. Aaron 
reattached them magically, and they returned to their island. 

And of course Daniel was there and needed to be cared for. With 
everything going on, Aaron was disoriented and still grieving and 
trying to figure out what else he was supposed to be doing as 


Artimé’s new leader. 


But the false accusations were hurtful, and Aaron couldn’t forget 
them. Was there any way to convince the dissenters that he had 
changed? Or should he just write them off as a lost cause? Aaron 
couldn’t stand the thought of Daniel growing up hearing and 
understanding the horrible rumors. How could he protect his child 
from such vitriolic people? 

Life with the scientists seemed so much more peaceful. Aaron 
longed for it. But he had responsibilities, too. For his wife. His 
sisters. All of the rescue team, really. He had to continue to do what 
he could to stabilize the home front so he could focus on getting 
them back safely. If only he could hear from one of them so he would 
know what to do! But there was no explanation. No guidance. So they 
waited, hoping to see a familiar sight on the western horizon. He 
knew he’d have to make a move soon. 

Aaron hadn’t been able to bear moving into the head mage’s 
quarters—just going into Alex’s apartment felt horrible, like an 
invasion of space and privacy. It was too soon for that. So he’d settled 
in an empty room in the family hallway with Daniel, keeping the boy 
with him most of the time. It was comforting to have him there, a 
constant reminder of Kaylee, which in turn reminded him that she 
was alive. Reckless though it might be, he began sending a daily seek 
spell to her, as had Sean and Henry to their loved ones. He needed 
her and wished for her to come back every day. Things would be 
better when she came home. Maybe the dissenters would listen to 
her. 

No one had heard from Thisbe. Or Sky, of course, but no one 
expected to, since she was likely dead too. Aaron had the tiniest 


amount of bittersweet comfort in knowing he didn’t have to break 


the news of Alex’s death to Sky. That would have been the most 
difficult task of his life. But he would gladly do it if it meant she was 
somehow, somewhere, alive and well. 

Every day, despite chancing a confrontation, Aaron and Daniel 
took a stroll along the shore. Aaron wouldn’t hide. He refused to be 
intimidated, and he needed to be present and available for the people 
of Artimé. Daniel, who couldn’t quite walk yet, rode on Aaron’s back 
in a little knapsacklike holster that Ms. Octavia, the octogator art 
instructor, had sewn for him. 

Daniel seemed to be the one person who could keep the 
confrontations from getting violent. And while Aaron didn’t trust 
Frieda, the members of Frieda’s group had clearly drawn a line at 
harming the child, and they held their leader back. It showed Aaron 
that they had at least a little compassion in them. But Aaron didn’t 
want to use Daniel as a shield. He debated daily about handing over 
the robe and going back to hiding on the Island of Shipwrecks, 
where things were, frankly, much easier. Once the situations here 
were resolved and Kaylee was home in his arms, he just might have 
to do it. 

As they walked, Aaron scanned the western sky for signs of 
Simber or Arabis or Talon returning. The longer they stayed away, 
the more worried Aaron became. Their magic was restored—why 
weren't they coming home? Were they still trying to find Thisbe? Or 
had they been captured? Had something happened to their fliers that 
was keeping them from returning? Knowing they were alive was 
wonderful. But not knowing anything else was agonizing. How was 
Aaron supposed to guess what to do? Did they need help? Did they 


need him to come? The seek spell, which traditionally had signaled a 


need for help, no longer meant that—or did it? Its meaning was 
muddled. 

Aaron wasn't sure if he could leave Artimé right now—things 
were in such a fragile state. There were the dissenters, obviously, but 
the rest of the people were upset over Alex’s death too, and they 
wanted answers. Was Artimé in danger because of this? What did it 
mean for them? Would there be a war, like after Mr. Today’s death, 
only with this far-off land of the dragons? Would they have to attack 
whoever had killed Alex? 

The thought of that made Aaron even more uneasy. Frieda and the 
dissenters would certainly point out that no one had attacked him 
after he’d killed Mr. Today. 

Not that anyone wanted to go to war. Could Artimé trust their 
new leader to keep them out of it? Could they trust him not to turn 
against them? To take care of them after his sordid past? Would the 
dissenting fringe continue to grow and spread even more rumors? 

Most Artiméans had forgiven Aaron for everything long ago, and 
they would support him in whatever they had to do. But old 
questions had resurfaced, and people were whispering. What if some 
of them just couldn’t feel at ease with the current situation? What if 
the suspicion planted seeds of doubt in his acquaintances? His 
friends? 

Artimé was in crisis. If Aaron messed up in any way, the 
dissenters would jump on him like wild dogs, and they wouldn’t hold 
back. Hopefully, no more lives would be lost, or Aaron might be 
blamed for them, too. And, hopefully, he wouldn't land them in 


another years-long war. There were so many things to get perfect. 


Maybe that was partly why Aaron was hesitating to make a move. 
The pressure was so high. 

Aaron knew there was no way he'd get everything right—the odds 
were impossible. Heightened confrontations were inevitable. He was 
smart enough to know that. And he’d become wiser during his time 
with the scientists. He knew he could be a strong leader for Artimé. 
But he also knew that his past rode along with him on his back, kind 
of like Daniel was doing right now, except much more of a burden. 
He'd have to tread very carefully. At least until he could hand over 
the reins. But in the meantime, his name was being slandered. All 
the things hed worked for over the past many years were being 
questioned. Leader or not, Aaron couldn't bear that. 

“I must prove my trustworthiness to Artimé every day,’ Aaron 
muttered as he walked along. “Or the arguments will never go away.” 
Perhaps they wouldn’t anyway, no matter what he did. He tended 
toward thinking the latter. But he had to do everything he could to 
let his true self shine in the face of the lies. 

“And I’m going to have to make a move soon,’ he added grimly. 
He was becoming more and more convinced that something wasn’t 
right with the rescue team. He’d talked to Florence about it several 
times, and together they'd decided to wait and see, but every day 
made Aaron more uneasy. Sure, the group was highly capable, even 
without Alex. They were the A team, with many years of combined 


experience. But Florence and Aaron didn’t want to be foolish. 
» >» » 


A few days passed with no sign of the fliers returning, and finally 


Aaron had had enough. One morning, after Florence finished leading 


the more advanced mages in brushing up on their old skills, Aaron 
pulled her aside along with Henry and Sean, who were participating 
in the training group. 

“Can you meet me on the lawn this evening after dinner?” he 
asked them. They agreed on a time. 

Then Aaron set out to the lagoon and called out for Pan, who'd 
circled the island daily since the incident, ready to assist in case she 
was needed. He invited her to attend the meeting as well. 

When Aaron went on his daily walk along the shoreline with 
Daniel on his back, he deftly dodged a heckler and focused on 
planning out what he'd say that evening. Trying to trust his instincts 
despite all the doubts that flooded his mind, he turned to gaze over 
the water as if questioning the sea for guidance. He noticed a spot of 
color on the waves approaching Artimé, and his heart leaped—was it 
them? He lifted his hand to shade his eyes and saw an approaching 
vessel. It was small—a skiff—and the spot of color that he saw 
appeared to be a single person ina red shirt. Definitely not the team 
returning. Perhaps it was someone from Warbler. Aaron quickly 
unhooked Daniel from his back and cradled him in his arms securely, 
then moved swiftly toward the mansion. 

The skiff arrived a while later, and by the time it reached the 
shore, Aaron had figured out who its bright blond occupant was. He 
waded out to help pull the boat closer and cast an anchor spell to 
hold it in place. “Scarlet,” he said warmly. “It’s good to see you.” 
Then he turned somber. “You’ve heard the news about Alex?” 

“Yes. Pan stopped by the island. We're all flabbergasted. What a 
year of losses.” Scarlet climbed out of the boat. Like Thatcher, she 


was a Warbleran who'd been catapulted onto Artimé’s shore as a 


child. Now she was an accomplished mage who had gone back to 
Warbler recently with Sky to figure out how to stabilize and 
repopulate the volcanic Island of Fire nearby. 

She'd stayed on after the tragic loss of Sky to comfort Copper, 
Sky’s mother. “Also,” Scarlet went on, “I ran across Spike Furious on 
my journey here—she’d heard the news from Pan as well. And 
Karkinos has been telling all the other sea creatures whenever 
they've come by. Spike said shed had a feeling something had 
happened to Alex when her heart felt cold.’ The young woman 
smiled sadly. “She was already so sad about Sky, never stopping her 
search for her, and now this. Poor thing.” 

“Oh, Spike,” said Aaron, his heart sinking. He’d nearly forgotten 
all about Alex’s intuitive whale. “Thank you. It’s been a bit chaotic 
around here. I haven't seen her since it happened. Is she okay?” 

“She seems to be quite downcast and said she wants to be alone.” 

“I see.” Aaron dropped his gaze. He wasn’t sure what to do about 
Spike, but he was grateful that Pan was checking in with her. 

“How are you holding up?” asked Scarlet, examining Aaron 
carefully. “You look like you could use a nap.” 

Aaron let a small laugh escape. “I’ve had a lot on my mind. And 
you?” 

“I came to see if I could help. And to find out if, um, if everyone 
else .. . is okay. The ones on the rescue team, I mean. Or anyone 
else...” She blushed and became flustered. 

“Crow is alive,” said Aaron kindly. Everybody knew that Scarlet 
and Crow were in the slowest-moving relationship anyone had ever 


witnessed. “We've heard from everyone except Thisbe, who doesn’t 


have anything to send a seek spell with.” He hesitated. “No sign of 
Sky or the white boat out your way, I presume?” 

“No. Not a trace.” 

“That’s what I thought youd say.” 

Scarlet looked curiously at Daniel, who was in the rucksack 
carrier again. “He’s getting big.” She held out a finger to the boy, and 
he grabbed it and tried to put it in his mouth. Scarlet laughed and 
pulled her hand away. 

“He’s teething,’ said Aaron as Daniel began to fuss. “And it’s nap 
time.” He turned, and they walked together toward the mansion. 
“Once you get settled, would you be willing to meet with me and a 
few others on the lawn? Tonight after dinner. We’re going to discuss 
what to do next.” 

“Of course. ld be happy to.” Scarlet glanced at Florence, who was 
training a group of new thirteen-year-old Unwanteds how to throw 
scatterclips. She recognized Clementi Okafor and Ibrahim Quereshi 
and a few others of Henry and Thatcher’s adopted Unwanteds in the 
group. “Ah,” she said, “the good old days. I should join in and see if I 
still know how to do magic.” 

“There’s a daily Advanced Magical Warrior Training class in the 
mornings. Youre welcome to participate. Youre one of our best 
fighters—I’m sure you haven’t lost your touch.” 

“Thanks,” said Scarlet. “Maybe Pll stay a few days and see. 
And... She flushed pink. “Thanks for the update on Crow. I'll find 
you tonight for the meeting.” 

Aaron smiled and waved off her thanks. Weary, he turned toward 
the kitchen so he could warm a bottle of milk for Daniel. Maybe he’d 
nap alongside the boy today. 





Delicate Decisions 


That evening Florence, Scarlet, Sean, and Henry converged on the 
lawn, meeting Pan and Aaron, who were already there and waiting. 
Other Artiméans wandered about, as it was a beautiful night. Aaron 
kept an eye on the group of dissenters lurking nearby, but Pan’s 
looming presence kept them from venturing too close. 

Aaron and Sean had easily found childcare for the evening— 
Clementi and Ibrahim were keeping Daniel, Ava, and Lukas 
entertained in the lounge. They were listening to a mournful 
saxophone solo concert by the one and only Fox, who was in a deep 
funk these days without Kitten. Daniel seemed to be a fan of the 
blues. He also seemed to enjoy the tiny tastes of orange creams that 
Ibrahim gave him. 

“Thanks for coming,” Aaron said to the group on the lawn. 

“This is an unusual gathering,” remarked Sean, looking around at 
the others and up at Florence and Pan. 

“I feel privileged to be included,” said Henry. 

“We all do,” said Pan, and Scarlet nodded. 

Aaron smiled distractedly. “It’s been a hard few weeks. 


Discouraging, too, at times. I hope you've been coping all right.” 


“Obviously we’re worried,” Sean said. “Why is it taking so long for 
them to return? Something’s not right.” 

“Are they captured?” asked Henry. “That’s my biggest fear. That 
they’re chained up in that awful castle dungeon Thatcher told us 
about. Or worse.” 

Others chimed in with their concerns, including Pan. “It’s 
difficult to hide a dragon for long,” she said. “Arabis isn’t safe in that 
world. We never intended for this to be a long-term mission, and I 
want her back here.” 

Aaron nodded, listening carefully and acknowledging their 
concerns. “I agree with you, and I have the same questions and 
worries. The problem is, what do we do about it? If we go after them, 
we leave Artimé vulnerable. Leadership here on the island is already 
sparse.” He didn’t mention how apprehensive he felt about what the 
dissenters could do to sow unrest in his absence. 

“And,” Aaron continued, “we don’t know what kind of situation 
well stumble on. We could unwittingly foil their rescue of Thisbe. 
But we also can’t wait endlessly, not knowing what’s happening. 
What if something even worse occurs, and others die too? That 
would be on our heads—on my head—if I didn’t do something about 
it. Not to mention I care very much about everyone involved.” 

Florence listened carefully to what Aaron was saying. After a 
moment, she spoke. “Do you have any reason to think Artimé will be 
attacked in the near future?” 

Aaron thought about it. “No. Though there’s that group that 
wants to take me out.” 

Florence smiled sympathetically. “That’s a different matter, which 


that I hope will dissolve on its own. As for an attack by a foreign 


group, I agree that we're in no imminent danger.” 

“So we should take a team and go after them?” 

“I believe so. Those of us here, if you’re willing. Plus, we should 
take a few extra sharpshooters with us.” Florence glanced at Henry. 
“Clementi and Ibrahim are ready if you'll allow them. Clementi’s a 
natural and could be very helpful, and Ibrahim is very close behind 
her in talent. They remind me of you, Scarlet, and Thatcher, back 
when you were first learning. Very strong.” 

“Td definitely trust them, then,” said Scarlet with a grin. 

“T think you’re right,” said Henry with pride. “I’ve been watching 
them in training, and they’re both excelling.” 

Sean nodded in agreement. “They’re great.” 

Scarlet turned to Aaron, her face turning troubled. “Not to be 
rude, Aaron, but will you be going? What happens if you get killed? 
Do you think it’s wise to put the people of Artimé through that 
again?” 

Aaron looked at the grass, hating to lie about his life status. He 
dodged the question. “I don’t know yet who should go. I also don’t 
know how we'll get there. If only Simber would come back . . .” 

“I do miss his words of wisdom at a time like this,’ Florence 
admitted. She glanced to the west, as many of them often did, but as 
usual there was no sign of him. 

“What about the young dragons? They can carry us there.” Scarlet 
turned to Pan, who was wingless. “What do you think, Pan?” 

Pan sniffed. 

“It’s not safe there for any dragons,” Sean explained to Scarlet, 
who hadn’t heard all the details of the original trip while she'd been 
in Warbler. 


“Oh, I see,” said Scarlet. 

“T was thinking if we had a way to contact Simber,” said Aaron, 
“we could pelt him with seek spells so he knows we need just him. 
Then perhaps hed come, and we could send a few people over to 
help.” 

“But that would put their party at risk to be without him,” Henry 
pointed out. 

“Hmm,” said Aaron. “Right.” 

Sean sat up. “I think Simber gave Alex something once for the 
emergency seek spell. A dew claw—he broke it off and declared that 
growing it was the same as creating it.” He chuckled softly, 
remembering. 

Florence smiled. “That’s right. He did. But Alex carried it with 
him. I imagine he had it with him in his pocket when he died.” 

“Oh.” Sean slumped again. “I guess it wouldn't help us anyway, 
would it.” 

“No,” said Florence. “Simber didn’t give it to any of us.” 

“So,” Aaron summarized, “we're in agreement that we should send 
at least a few people to the land of the dragons, but we have no way 
to get there at this time.” He, too, looked long at Pan. But the dragon 
looked back, stone faced. Smoke curled from her nostrils. 

“Pan, said Henry, “aren’t you worried about Arabis?” 

“Of course I am,” said the dragon. “I didn’t want her to go in the 
first place. Who knows if she is even with the others—she had plans 
to go to the cavelands to warn the other dragons there about the 
Revinir. She might have gotten stuck somewhere, or captured. She 
would have lost her wings too, and could be anywhere. Perhaps we'll 


never know what happened to her. I’m sick about it.” 


“At least Fifer and Seth are there to fix her wings,” Sean pointed 
out. 

“If Arabis is anywhere near them,” Pan said coolly. 

Florence tapped her lips, making a clunking sound. “Pan,” she 
said, “maybe there’s another, safer way. Are you opposed to having 
one of your other young flying a few of us across the gorge and 
dropping us off? Then turning around and returning to our world 
immediately?” 

Pan frowned and snorted. Henry and Scarlet deftly dodged the 
boiling-liquid discharge. 

But Aaron nodded thoughtfully. “That might work,” he said. “The 
team should be able to figure out a way to get everyone home again 
without too much trouble, what with Fifer’s birds, and Simber, 
Arabis, and Talon.” They would be coming home presumably with 
one fewer passenger too, which freed up a spot, though no one 
mentioned that. 

Pan frowned harder. She didn’t seem to appreciate the pressure 
they were putting on her. 

Aaron saw it in her face. He reached out to touch her shimmering 
neck. “Pan, I see that you are conflicted. Let’s keep thinking about 
this. Perhaps there’s something else we can try. We don’t wish to 
endanger your young ever again. Youve done so much for us 
already.” 

Pan bowed her regal head slightly, acknowledging Aaron’s 
diplomacy. “Thank you. I'll consider the options.” 

Sean nearly butted in to point out that there really was only one 
option on the table, but the dragon suddenly got up. “I'll check in 


with you again soon, Aaron,” she said a bit stiffly. “But I have enough 


to consider for now.” She lumbered off to the water, leaving the rest 
of them. 

With the dragon moving away, the nearby group of dissenters 
started walking toward the meeting. Aaron spotted them coming and 
sighed. The size of the group looked larger today. “Watch out,’ he 
warned the others quietly. 

Frieda Stubbs strode boldly up to them and crossed her arms, 
staring at Aaron. 

Aaron smiled stiffly. “How can I be of service today?” 

Frieda narrowed her eyes. “You can stop with that patronizing 
tone,’ she said. “I know you hate us.” 

“I don’t hate you,” said Aaron patiently. 

Florence bristled, ready to step in. She slipped the bow off her 
shoulder and pulled an arrow from her quiver, then pretended to 
examine the point. “Aaron is one of the sincerest people I know.” 

Aaron touched Florence’s arm, holding her back. “They have a 
right to speak their concerns.” 

“You know what our concerns are,’ said Frieda. “We want a 
murderer out of power. Especially one who would kill his own 
brother.” 

Sean, Henry, and Scarlet exploded in anger at the accusation. 

“Tm just saying it looks suspicious!” shouted Frieda. 

“Where was he when we lost the magic?” asked her male friend 
accusingly. “What’s his alibi?” 

Soon everyone was shouting. Aaron just sat there, defeated. 
Eventually he threw his hands in the air and got up, then went down 
to the shore, letting his friends fight for him. It was nice to know 


they would. 


After a while Florence broke up the fight with a threat and sent 
the dissenting group fleeing. She and Henry, Scarlet, and Sean joined 
Aaron by the shore. 

“Im sorry youre dealing with those people,’ Florence said. “I 
didn’t realize how awful they were. At least it’s a small group.” 

“But it’s growing.” Aaron continued gazing out to sea, where Pan 
was still visible. “Anyway, about our new plans, I’m not sure what we 
can do without Pan’s assistance.” 

Henry watched the dragon too. “Do you think she’s going to 
agree?” 

Scarlet nodded. “I think she might.” 

“I don’t know,” said Sean. “She got out of here in a hurry.” 

Aaron glanced out over the water. “I’m fifty-fifty on the chances,” 
he said. “I really don’t know what she’s thinking. But then again, 


with Pan, no one ever does.” 





Mother oF All Dragons 


Deep underground, the Revinir was quietly and quickly gaining 
power. The army she was building was very different from the king’s 
—one that couldn’t be defeated. She paid little attention to the 
concerns of her blue-uniformed soldiers, who were often muttering 
and worrying about how they'd be able to fight against the green 
military’s increasing numbers. She ignored their pleas to build her 
army in the same way by recruiting people from the outside. “It’s not 
necessary, she told them. “Numbers aren’t important.” But they had 
a hard time believing her. When one grumbled too much, she 
silenced him by shooting a fiery lightning spear into his chest, like 
she’d done with Alex Stowe. It was deeply satisfying. 

She didn’t care about losing a few soldiers. Her need for them was 
dwindling. The truth was that the Revinir could take over the land 
almost single-handedly. She required only a handful of key players to 
help her out. Sure, she still needed the soldiers around to threaten 
the slaves and keep them in line until she had them fully under her 
power, but that was about all the soldiers were good for these days— 
they'd proven to be pretty useless when the Artiméans had attacked. 
And when they'd tried to ambush the king in his silly parade, they'd 


wound up being taken out in mere moments. They were severely 
outnumbered by the green army, which was making them uneasy. 
The more insecure they got, the more annoying they got. Frankly, the 
Revinir couldn’t wait to get rid of them. 

As the woman sipped dragon-bone broth and grew stronger, she 
spent a little time thinking about the three escapees—Dev, Thisbe, 
and Rohan. Now, they were actually important to her. She was furious 
about what they'd done. But she knew she could get her two test 
subjects back for sure. The third, Rohan, would be a little harder, but 
not impossible. They'd return to the catacombs soon enough. 

She’d determined by now that the ancestor broth had been a waste 
of time. Even after she’d taken in gallons of the nasty stuff, it hadn’t 
affected her in the least, other than to give her a sour stomach. So 
she sent her soldiers out to sell it at the market and stuck to the 
dragon-bone broth, which continued to strengthen her. 

Now she entered her throne room and opened a glass bottle of the 
liquid. She chugged it down, barely grimacing. She was almost 
growing to like it. Moments later a few more scales burst from her 
skin. She was covered now—thinly in some places, like around her 
eyes and throat, and thicker in others, like her arms and legs and 
torso. The scales acted like armor. She peered at her reflection in the 
golden sheen of her throne and noted with satisfaction that two large 
lumps on her back were decidedly growing. 

She dabbed her speckled forehead with a cloth to wipe away the 
sweat. Her inner body temperature seemed be rising, keeping her 
core’s fire going strong. The heat had intensified her dragon-fire 
spears, and she could now control their size, from thin and sharp to 


full and all-encompassing flames, like real dragon fire. She took a 


few moments to practice the new feature, training herself to feel the 
flames curl and flicker just below her throat so they'd be immediately 
accessible the instant she needed them. Then she opened her mouth 
and blew, forcing out a thick burst of fire that slammed into her 
throne and singed the velvet fabric. She tamped it out, not fussing 
over the damage she'd caused. She’d have a new throne soon. 

The time for all-out war was coming, and the Revinir was 
impatient. She burst into the kitchen to check on the latest batch of 
dragon-bone broth. Her new black-eyed kitchen slaves scrambled to 
their feet when she came in. Reza, a boy of twelve, and Prindi, a girl 
of thirteen, were speckled with scales on their arms and legs. They 
cowered by the back wall as if they expected the woman to do 
something terrible to them again, but the Revinir stayed near the 
doorway. 

“Prepare the next dosage,” the woman growled at them. She 
moved to the hall and listened at the door. She could hear footsteps 
echoing in the passageway. “Time for your medicine,” she whispered, 
pleased. 

Reza and Prindi sprang to obey, filling bottles with the hot broth 
and trying not to spill any with their trembling hands. Then the 
Revinir turned to the soldiers who guarded the area. “Bring in the 
first two,” she said. 

The blue-uniformed soldiers did so, dragging two bewildered 
slaves into the kitchen and demanding they drink the dragon-bone 
broth. The children obeyed. The Revinir observed the scales as they 
popped out of their skin, then gave them a second dose. When she 
was satisfied that the two had enough scales, she ordered them to be 


let go. 


“Bring in the next two!” she said to her guards. 

They did. Over and over, until one of the soldiers said, “That was 
the last of them.” 

The Revinir smiled. A trail of smoke curled up from her left 
nostril. “Excellent. Prindi and Reza, bottle the rest of the broth and 
start a new batch. Then deliver the bottles to my throne room. Once 
you're finished, you’re free to go back to your crypts.” She turned to 
the soldier. “Tell Mangrel to leave all the doors unlocked until I give 
the word.” 

“Yes, Revinir,’ said the soldier. He went in search of the crypt 
keeper, and the Revinir returned to her throne room. She lit all the 
candles in the room with her flaming breath so that she could admire 
the way her scales sparkled in the firelight. Then she drank one more 
bottle of dragon-bone broth and sat down to wait for Prindi and Reza 
to finish their work. From the table next to her, she picked up a 
yellowing scroll shed found years before in a dragon crypt. Though 
she knew the look of the drawing by heart, she didn’t understand 
what all the things meant on it. She studied the strange words and 
sketches. There was one main drawing of an army of ghost dragons 
flying together over the land where the forest met the desert near the 
cavelands. The dragons’ silvery-gray wings were tattered, and their 
huge bodies were bony and ghostlike. They looked frightening. But 
the Revinir smiled. She knew better than to fear them. 

Next to the picture of the dragons was a map showing the rolling 
hills of the cavelands, hours to the northwest, and the land beyond 
the crater lake to the southwest of the catacombs. Without 
transportation the Revinir would have trouble getting to either place. 


But she didn’t need the map. If all went as she expected, the dragons 


would come to her. All the dragons, she thought. Not just the ghost 
dragons. Every last one of them. 

Prindi and Reza brought armloads of bottles into the throne room 
and arranged them on a long table that was already holding dozens 
of others. “We’ve finished,” said Prindi. “The new broth is heating on 
the fires.” 

The Revinir waved them away, and the two left to go back to their 
crypts. 

The woman continued to wait, drinking one bottle of broth per 
hour, resting her hands on her bulging stomach in between. Feeling 
the heat increase. 

In the depths of the night the Revinir’s eyes popped opened and 
glowed yellow in the darkness. The bumps on her back felt bigger. 
They ached and pulled at her skin. Her fingers and toes ached too, 
like they were being stretched beyond their lengths. She rose from 
her throne. Clutching her belly, embracing the burgeoning flames 
within, she closed her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she held it. Then 
she let out a bloodcurdling roar. Flames shot out, stopping short of 
the wall. The sound echoed throughout the cavernous room and far 
beyond. 

The soldiers stationed nearby came running in to see what the 
noise was, but the woman shot lightninglike spears at them. The 
ones who weren't struck ran away. A few minutes later the first of 
the black-eyed, dragon-scaled slaves appeared, looking bewildered 
and sleepy. 

A slow smile spread across the Revinir’s lips as a second slave 
appeared. Two more, then a small group of them walking together, 


all having been pulled from sleep by the Revinir’s roar. All of them 


leaving their crypts at a time when ordinarily they wouldn’t be able 
to get their doors open. 

The Revinir looked over the group as the last of them arrived. 
“Why did you come here?” she asked them. Testing them. 

Reza, whose eyes were glassy, stepped forward. “Because you 
summoned us,” he whispered. As he said the words, a wisp of smoke 


slipped from his nostril and floated to the ceiling. 





In The Night 


Arabis’s eyes popped open, and she looked around camp. Everyone 
seemed to be asleep except for Simber and Talon, who were keeping 
watch as usual. She got up, feeling her scales tingling. “Did you hear 
something?” she asked Simber. 

Dev jerked awake too. He sat up, looking confused. 

“No,” said Simber. “Nothing.” He looked at Talon. Talon shook his 
head. 

Arabis rose and stood uncertainly for a moment. Then she began 
walking toward the road. “I... I think I heard something.” 

Simber narrowed his eyes. He had the best hearing of all of them. 
He shrugged but didn’t try to stop the dragon. She could handle 
herself. 

“T heard it,” said Dev softly. He stood up and watched Arabis. 

Simber ignored the boy. It was impossible for a human to have 
heard anything better than the cheetah statue. But he and Talon got 
up anyway and swept the perimeter of the camp just to be safe. When 
the two were on the opposite end, Dev stole away after Arabis, 


leaving what little he owned behind. 


Arabis felt a distinct dragon call tugging inside her. What was 
causing it? And how was it that Simber hadn’t heard anything? Had 
the calling been silent? Perhaps it was the ghost dragons. Or could it 
be her mother, Pan, all the way from their world? Arabis didn’t think 
that was possible. Dragons were powerful, but that seemed too much 
of a stretch. Still, her mind buzzed, and her eyes glazed over. A 
dragon call this compelling was rare. There was no refusing it unless 
one was physically restrained. What other dragons could there be in 
this land that Arabis didn’t know about? 

She began to trot down the trampled path, making the ground 
shake. When she reached the road, she unfurled her wings and rose 
into the air to fly to the call. 

Dev ran along after her, following it too. He soon fell far behind, 
but he continued, dazed but determined, to the square, his scales 


raised. 
»» » 


In the cave by the crater lake, Thisbe startled awake. A dragon’s roar 
pounded in her ears, but she was almost certain it had come from 
inside her, not through the air. It shivered through the rocky 
mountain and the cave walls, calling her. She sat up, bewildered, her 
scales standing sharply. 

Just as abruptly as the roar, the stark images she'd seen after she'd 
drunk the ancestor broth flashed in front of her in a random pattern. 
Ghostly dragons on the move. A girl being taken away. Meteors 
slamming into the ground. An earthquake. 

There were new images there too—or perhaps they'd scrolled 
through so quickly the first time that she’d forgotten them. A band of 


rebels fighting an army of soldiers. A castle on fire. People fleeing. 
Chaos and screaming. Groups of people clearing stones and rubble. 
Then the dragons again. 

Blinded by the images, Thisbe felt the dragon call inside her, 
compelling her to follow it. To go to its source. She didn’t understand 
why—it was beyond logic and completely out of her control. She got 
to her hands and knees and crawled out of the cave, feeling her way 
to the narrow path that wound around the base of the mountain, 
hundreds of feet below the catacombs. 

But the images continued flashing brighter as she moved, as if 
they were fighting against the pull of the dragon’s roar. The 
brightness began to burn inside Thisbe’s head, sending pain 
shooting through her body. Her limbs faltered and gave out, forcing 
her to stop moving. She cried and rolled to her side along the path as 
the flashing images continued, stronger than the dragon’s call. The 
roar inside her begged her to go on. But the blinding images kept her 
imprisoned near the rocky wall by the crater lake. The random 
pattern of scenes landed on the girl being taken away, and it seemed 
to stick there. Then, dreamlike, an additional scene played out. 
Soldiers dragging the girl to the water’s edge, tossing her onto a 
pirate ship as she fought and cried out. A woman silently screaming 
in the background. Swords clashing. A pirate chaining the girl to the 
deck. Then the ship being violently pulled down raging waters, 
sailing out of control. 

Thisbe blacked out. 


» » » 


Across the land of Grimere, in the dungeon below the king’s castle, 
the last of the black-eyed rulers who'd survived in the land of the 
dragons opened her eyes. She stared at the ceiling in the pitch 
darkness, her heart pounding. Aching. 

She’d had the nightmare again: The girl struggling, being taken 
away. Water. A ship. Pirates. Then darkness. 


as 





A Surprise Meeting 


Thisbe lay limp for hours, half asleep. It felt like she’d lost all her 
stamina. She could hear animals rustling nearby, but they weren’t 
loud enough to fully rouse her. Finally the sun and the birds’ 
morning songs woke her. She opened her eyes with a start, finding 
herself on the shore of the volcano lake. She stared at the water, 
puzzling over the nightmare that had brought her out here. 

Another noise nearby made her sit up in fear and look around the 
bend. When she saw a large, flippered sea creature lounging on the 
shore, she gasped and scrambled to her feet, pointing her finger at it 
and ready to hit it with a boom spell if necessary. 

It didn’t charge at her. 

Thisbe stared, then wiped her eyes to make sure she was seeing 
what she thought she was seeing. It was a deep-purple-and-charcoal- 
spotted sea monster, a lot like Issie from the Island of Legends, 
but... smaller. And less wrinkled. It stared at Thisbe with big brown 
eyes, then blinked. Its long lashes dusted freckled cheeks. Then it 
made its mouth into an O and let out a sad mooing noise. 

It sounded eerily like the sound Issie made when she was calling 


for her baby. Thisbe’s pulse quickened. Her dragon scales rose. She 


dropped her hand to her side and took a cautious step toward the 
creature, studying the spotted pattern on its back. She remembered 
the sea creatures that had been in the giant aquarium in the square 
when she and Fifer had been brought to the stage to be sold. This 
looked suspiciously like the one in the aquarium. 

“Are you... ? Are you Issie’s baby?” Thisbe asked the creature. 
She almost felt silly saying it. But the resemblance was uncanny. 
Could it be that this was the baby who'd been missing for seven 
hundred years? 

The creature didn’t indicate that it understood or had even heard 
the girl. It just stared back. Then it mooed again. 

“Moo-oo0,” said Thisbe, trying to sound like the thing. 

The creature walked on its stumpy flippered legs toward Thisbe. 
Its long neck arched, and its head came up to Thisbe’s shoulder. Its 
body was thick and looked very heavy. A fat, short tail rested on the 
ground and ended in a rounded-off point. 

When Thisbe tried to touch the creature, it skittered away and 
went splashing into the lake. It swam out several yards. It swiveled in 
the water and seemed to wave a flipper. 

Thisbe laughed and waved back. The creature bobbed and swam 
side to side, then headed out toward the volcano. It looked back 
every now and then, as if it expected Thisbe to follow. The girl 
frowned and watched as the creature swam farther and farther away. 
Was it going to accidentally get sucked into the volcano the next 
time it sank? Or... perhaps that’s what it was intending to do. “I’m 
sure you can take care of yourself,’ Thisbe said. “You probably know 


more about that volcano network than anybody.” 


After a while Thisbe couldn’t see the creature anymore. As she 
turned away, the ground trembled, and it reminded her of the 
earthquake in her very realistic nightmare. Had it been more than a 
dream? Fearfully she crouched and braced herself for the images to 
come and blind her again, but that didn’t happen. She quickly 
realized the trembling was the volcano. It rumbled and spit out 
smoke and fire, then a giant ball of water. 

She stood again and watched the display for a minute or two, then 
turned and continued to the cave, the nightmare still on her mind. 
She touched her fingers to her chest, to where the dragon’s call had 
seemed to originate. It had been so real. It was distressing that she'd 
felt so compelled to leave the cave, which could’ve been dangerous. 
And those images blinding her—that was troublesome. What if it 
happened again? What if it happened when she really needed to see? 

At the cave, Thisbe turned for one last look at the lake. She could 
make out a plump blob on the base of the volcano. Was it the sea 
creature? It had to be. After a while the volcano plunged underwater, 
dragging the monster with it. 

Would it ever return? Or was it lost forever? Thisbe placed a bet 
with herself that the sea monster was off to somewhere better than 
this world. The thought of getting out of here was growing more and 
more tempting after what they'd learned about Alex and whoever 
else might have come and gone. 

Maybe next time, if there ever was one, Thisbe would try tagging 
along with the sea monster. It was starting to seem like the only way 


to get home. 





Without a Trace 


lifer woke up with the sun’s rays warming her face. She rolled over 
and curled up under her blanket, feeling unusually tired. She’d had a 
terrible nightmare—a dream that her body was completely paralyzed 
and someone was shining a painfully bright light in her eyes. And 
while shed felt aware that it had been a dream, she couldn't pull 
herself awake, no matter how hard she tried. It had been exhausting 
and scary. 

Thankfully it hadn’t lasted all night, but Fifer was in no mood for 
niceties today. She wasn’t looking forward to another tedious day of 
waiting for the real battles to start so they could sneak into the 
catacombs. Fifer had just about had it with that, and she was glad 
they'd decided to send Kitten into the catacombs again to scout 
around and see if Thisbe was truly down there. 

Once again, Fifer teetered on the conflicting evidence: The 
Revinir had said Thisbe wasn’t there anymore. But the seek spell 
they presumed to be for Thisbe had soared straight toward the 
elevator in Dragonsmarche. To Fifer, the spell seemed much more 


reliable than the lying Revinir. But the Artiméans hadn’t technically 


seen where the spell had come to a stop, and of course they couldn’t 
send any more to test them without arousing suspicion. 

It was frustrating. Why couldn't Fifer’s inner-twin radar kick in 
and just tell her where Thisbe was so they could go straight to her? 
Fifer was feeling more anxious than ever to take another trip to the 
cave entrance with the birds and risk being spotted by guards just to 
see if there was any sign of Thisbe. 

Today Fifer decided her twin had to be down there. According to 
Dev and their own experiences, there was really no way out unless 
you could fly or get past a mountain of soldiers outside the elevator. 
And it didn’t make sense for the Revinir to send Thisbe to the king’s 
dungeon when the guy was about to declare war on her—wouldn’t he 
just say thank you very much and take Thisbe for his own slave or 
sell her since she was valuable? But every now and then Fifer had an 
uneasy feeling that she couldn’t quite shake. It was like a tiny itch 
somewhere that couldn't be scratched. Or the bother she felt when 
she was trying to remember just the right word to use but she 
couldn't think of it. 

She pushed her blanket aside and sat up, seeing only Samheed 
awake, his back against a tree. He was frowning at his little notebook 
and holding his pencil poised, but not writing anything. Fifer knew 
better than to bother the theater instructor when he was like that. 

Instead she stretched and yawned, noticing that the fire was out. 
Arabis wasn’t around to light it, so she grabbed an origami fire- 
breathing dragon from her vest pocket and moved to the fire pit to 
rekindle the flames and get breakfast started. She passed by the spot 
where Dev usually slept. His blanket was rumpled and his jacket was 


balled up, but he wasn’t there. 


Fifer squinted, trying to remember if something was supposed to 
be happening today and feeling a little groggy still from her long 
night of bad dreams. She went over to Simber and Talon, who were 
talking quietly away from the sleepers. “Where are Dev and Arabis?” 
she asked. 

Simber regarded her. “We’rrre not exactly surrre.” 

Fifer frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“He means they wandered off during the night,” said Talon. “At 
daybreak I flew around the area to see if I could find them.” 

“They said they hearrrd something,” said Simber. “I didn’t believe 
them.” 

Fifer’s eyes widened. “What kind of something?” 

“They didn’t say.” 

“So you just let Dev take off in the middle of the night?” 

“Tm not in charrrge of him,” Simber said a bit defensively, as if he 
felt like he’d failed at something important. “Besides, I didn’t notice 
he'd gone too. Not until daylight. He must have snuck away when 
Talon and I werrre doing ourrr perrrimeterrr check.” 

“You didn’t see them this morning, either?” Fifer asked, turning to 
Talon. “Not even Arabis? She’s kind of hard to miss.” 

“No,” said Talon. “She’s gone.” He looked incredibly bothered. The 
two nonsleepers had huge nighttime responsibilities to watch over 
things, which were not to be taken lightly. “I apologize for failing my 
duties.” 

Fifer softened. “Oh, Talon. I’m sorry I was sharp. You didn’t fail,” 
she said. “Not at all. It’s not like they're prisoners—they’re free to 
come and go. It just seems strange that they'd go off together in the 
middle of the night. Dev didn’t even take any food or his jacket or a 


blanket with him . . . and trust me, that’s not like him to leave 
without his things, much less without stealing something as well.” 

“I agrrree,” said Simber. “It’s unsettling.” 

“Tm going to have a look,” Fifer said decisively. “I was planning to 
go for a ride anyway. I’m so sick of sitting around here all day. Don’t 
bother telling me not to.” 

Talon and Simber exchanged a concerned look but said nothing to 
stop the young mage. They were sick of it too, and frankly, everyone 
had been wondering how much longer they’d go on like this before 
they’d just have to recklessly go after Thisbe, or give up and go home 
without her. 

Fifer shoved the origami dragon back into her vest pocket, 
deciding to let the next person start the fire. She had more important 
things to do. She grabbed the canvas hammock, dragged it to the 
clearing, and spread it out. Then she let out a soft whistle. 

Shimmer flew down, and a few dozen other birds appeared soon 
after. Fifer sat in the middle of the hammock, and the birds picked 
up the ropes in their beaks. At Fifer’s command, they began flapping 
and lifting the hammock. Soon they cleared the treetops. 

Like Simber, Fifer decided a bit recklessly that it couldn’t be 
helped if she got spotted flying over the townspeople. By now they 
no doubt knew the strange crew was in the area, but with all the 
volunteering and training and the threats from the Revinir and the 
king being on their minds, they hadn’t pursued the strangers since 
they'd moved camps. Besides, word had spread that the flying 
cheetah and his riders had saved the king’s life, so the majority of 
people and the green army in Grimere no longer considered the 


group a threat, and many assumed they were allies. 


Still, the sight of Fifer flying over the square while the locals were 
setting up their booths for Dragonsmarche was notable, and there 
were a few fingers pointing her way. Fifer ignored them and trained 
her eye on the marketplace, trying to get a good look at the 
salespeople. Had Dev rejoined the Revinir so he could sell that awful 
broth again? And if so, why in the world would he do that? 

“Because youre a double-crossing traitor, that’s why,’ she 
mumbled. It was actually a relief to be mad at him rather than to 
continue growing closer. He was one less friend to lose. Her heart 
twinged, but she shoved her feelings down. She knew the truth now: 
The only way not to suffer hurt from someone dying was to not love 
them so much. 

She scanned the booths in the marketplace, but there was no sign 
of Dev. That was good news, though she still wanted to know where 
he’d gone. She gave up on the square and decided that since she was 
already halfway to the cave opening, she might as well continue 
toward it to have a peek inside. 

The birds flew her there, and they made a pass nice and close to 
the opening. Fifer hung over the side of the hammock, eyes trained 
on the passageway. But all she saw were three blue-uniformed 
soldiers on the other side of the river, standing together and talking 
with their backs to her. She thought she recognized them. They'd 
been there at the end when Alex was killed. They'd been frozen by 
spells, sure, and hadn’t been aware of Alex being killed. But the 
thought of them back up and working their jobs when her brother 
was dead made Fifer’s skin burn. It wouldn’t take much to take them 


out right now. For good. 


She considered it for a long moment as the birds circled around. 
But ultimately she couldn't go through with it. She made another 
pass, then sighed and turned the birds away. It wasn’t right. And it 
would tip off the Revinir that they were still here. “Bad idea,” Fifer 
said. Then to Shimmer she called out, “Let’s go back.” 

As she guided the ravens up over the treetops, something sparkly 
glinting in the sun caught her eye. She turned and saw an orange 
creature flying in the distance. It was Arabis, heading away from 


Fifer, toward the castle. And there was someone sitting on her back. 





A Pressing Need 


In the world of the seven islands, Pan heard the Revinir’s call too, 
though she didn’t understand who it was coming from. It was distant 
but pressing, and it stirred inside her and wouldn't settle. She knew 
instinctively there was no way to reach it—not for her. But her young 
had noticed it as well, and they were growing more and more 
restless, fighting the urge to go to it. With wings, they could make it. 
But Pan never wanted her remaining young to cross that gorge again. 
She wouldn't risk losing any more of them. 

“But what if it’s Arabis calling us?” asked Hux the ice blue, 
agitated. “She needs us.” 

Drock, who rarely spoke, snorted restlessly in the water as they 
swam around the cylindrical Island of Dragons, just one island east 
of Artimé. The dark purple dragon was the most temperamental of 
all of them. If it weren’t for his sisters, Ivis the green and his 
lookalike, Yarbeck the purple and gold, he’d have set off alone. They 
were always holding him back, keeping him close. They didn’t trust 
him. He didn’t like to follow the ancient dragon rules. 

“It can’t be Arabis,’ Pan muttered. “I would know her voice.” But 


even as she batted down every argument from the young dragons, 


she doubted herself. She feared Hux was right and that the call 
meant Arabis was in trouble. 

The ruler of the sea looked long and hard at her young. Could she 
risk losing more of them by letting them follow the call? Or should 
she just give up on Arabis and consider her gone forever? It was an 
impossible dilemma. 

“We must go back inside the island,’ Pan said with less 
enthusiasm than usual. Her young sensed it, and they didn’t go. 
Instead they swam uneasily, looking always to the west, just like the 
people of Artimé did, as if doing so would bring Arabis and the 
Artiméans into view. But even their astounding dragon vision wasn’t 
magical enough to conjure them out of nothing. 

“Do you think Arabis delivered the message to the other dragons 
in the land?” asked Ivis. “Perhaps they’re the ones who've attacked 
her.” 

“Or maybe they are the ones who called for help,” said Hux. 
“Could it be coming from one of the ghost dragons?” 

Pan’s enormous jaw was set firm. She had no wisdom to offer, 
which was unsettling. She didn’t like not knowing. The ruler of the 
sea had very few vulnerabilities, but this was one of them—without 
wings, she couldn’t go rescue her child. And poor Arabis was alone 
out there without her siblings. Vulnerable. In danger. Had her wings 
been repaired now that Alex was no longer with the living? She 
remembered that Fifer and Seth had done it before, and found some 
comfort in that. But if Arabis did have wings again, why hadn’t she 
returned? 

Drock, who couldn’t handle the tense situation any longer, broke 


away from the others and dove completely underwater. A few 


moments later he burst through the surface and jumped at Yarbeck, 
grabbing her by the neck and dragging her under with him. Yarbeck 
recovered from the surprise and clamped down on Drock, then rolled 
him over and attacked. The two tussled for several minutes, working 
out their frustrations through rough play. 

Pan didn’t stop them—they were still young children who'd been 
forced to grow up all too soon. They needed to play, and fighting was 
part of a dragon’s life. It helped them become stronger, quicker, and 
abler to defend themselves. Barely a blip of their lives had gone by as 
far as the longevity of a dragon. They needed plenty of exercise, 
especially the temperamental ones like Drock. 

Besides, Pan was distracted by the sense of need stirred by the 
dragon call. It seemed to be growing. Patiently she swam around the 
ruckus and thought about the meeting she’d had with Aaron Stowe 
and the others. Shed told him she wouldn’t send any more young 
dragons to be potentially captured and enslaved again. And shed 
meant it. 

But that was before the call. 

Pan’s neck arched as a pang of longing for Arabis shot through 
her. All shed wanted was for her family to be together and safe, and 
for the worlds to be at peace. Why did that seem like such a 
tremendous thing to ask of the universe? She'd ruled the sea to her 
best ability. Shed done her good deeds—many of them. She’d helped 
when Alex had asked her to help. The people of Artimé were her 
allies, and they'd come to her aid more than once in the most 
sacrificial ways. But shed repaid the debts and offered her support 
time and again. She wished all the problems would drop away and 


she could continue to rule the sea in peace. 


She swam away from her children, who were all in on the play 
fighting now, and looked to the east, then to the west. Water 
everywhere. Her kingdom. It had been a good home for her for many 
years. She'd been lonely at times, no doubt, especially after the great 
earthquake that had rent the world in two, leaving an impassible 
gorge between this land and the land of the dragons. Shed never 
expected that she wouldn’t have a way back to her dragon roots. The 
world split had rocked her. But she'd recovered. 

She’d had visitors of the flying variety over the years. Dragon 
friends who'd come for a few weeks or months. They’d stayed hidden 
from the other islands, traveling unnoticed in the dark. If anyone in 
this world knew of Pan’s visitors, it might be Simber, but he never 
brought it up. He wouldn’t, unless Pan spoke of it first. Simber was 
becoming a good friend, and Pan felt like she could trust him to keep 
her secrets whenever she'd felt forced to reveal them. That was the 
best kind of friend for a dragon to have. Too bad the cheetah was 
gone to the other world now. She could use his advice. 

The old dragon sighed. She hadn’t had a visitor in quite some 


time. That call had reawakened the loneliness inside her. 
»» » 


Late that night the roar came again, startling awake the five dragons 
in the land of the seven islands. Their insides yearned to go to it. It 
seemed stronger than before. By morning, Pan was so disturbed she 
could hardly control her reactions. Feeling oddly distant from her 
herself, she climbed up and out of her hollow cylindrical island. 
Leaving Ivis the green to stop the others from following, the ruler of 


the seas set off to the west at top speed. Hours later, as she neared 


Artimé, she scanned the lawn for Aaron. When she saw him, she 
approached the shore. 

Feeling light-headed, almost dizzy, Pan approached the new head 
mage. “Aaron, we must talk,” she said. 

“Hello, Pan,’ said Aaron, who'd hurried out of the mansion upon 
first sighting her. “You don’t seem yourself. What’s wrong? Can I do 
something?” 

“Tve decided I want to help you,” said Pan. To her it sounded like 
her voice was coming from some other place. She wasn’t sure what 
she was about to say next. This felt reckless for someone so cautious, 
yet she couldn't stop herself. “Aaron Stowe, I will take you to the 


land of the dragons. But first you'll need to make me some wings.” 





Preparing To Go 


laron took a step back in surprise. “You?” he said incredulously to 
Pan. “You want to go? But who will rule the sea while you're gone?” 

Pan, her eyes still glazed, frowned slightly, as if she hadn’t thought 
it through. “We won't be away long,” she said, her voice wispy with 
air. “Spike and Karkinos will take care of things until . . . until I 
return.” 

Aaron studied the dragon’s expression, though he couldn’t see her 
face very well from his position on the ground. Something seemed 
off, but the new mage wasn’t sure if he was imagining it. He didn’t 
know Pan as well as Alex had known her. Perhaps this was just one 
of her mysterious ways. “Are you sure?” he asked. “We can make 
wings for you if you really want us to.” 

“Yes. How long will it take?” asked Pan anxiously. 

Aaron sized up the dragon. She was at least double the size of one 
of her children. Her wings would have to be that much bigger in 
order to carry her. “It'll take a few days. Are you sure we can’t just 
borrow one of your young dragons? That way we'd be able to leave 


right away.” 


Pan snorted her displeasure, and flames shot through the air 
above Aaron’s head, singeing some leaves on a tree. She swung her 
head around to look out to the west, in the direction of the dragon’s 
call, but saw no one coming their way. Her taut skin sang with 
energy; her insides ached with yearning to go to the land of the 
dragons. To that voice. 

She couldn’t explain it. What Aaron had said made sense, yet Pan 
couldn't agree to it. Deep down she knew her other children wouldn't 
be able to resist the call. The best way to protect them would be for 
her to accompany them. She... She had to. There was no other way. 
In fact, yes—perhaps they all would go together. As soon as possible. 
It would be terribly hard for Ivis to hold back Drock for long. 

“Please make the wings,” Pan said, turning her gaze back to 
Aaron. “As quickly as you can. I’m not sure how much time we have.” 

Aaron looked alarmed. “What do you mean?” 

But Pan acted as if she hadnt heard him. She turned and 
lumbered into the water, and with a tremendous shove of her tail she 
was off, straining her eyes to the west, but beginning to travel east. 
Back to her island. 


1? 


“Pan!” shouted Aaron. “Are our people in danger?” 

Pan turned, startled, and gave the question some thought. “I... I 
would assume so,” she said. “Or they'd have come home by now. 
Wouldn’t you agree? That’s why we must make haste with the wings. 
Pll be back.” With that, she shot over the waves, not giving Aaron a 
chance to ask for more clarification. 

Aaron stared after her. “Wait!” he yelled. “I need to measure you!” 


But the dragon kept going. 


After a few moments Aaron shook his head slightly, unable to 
make sense of Pan’s odd change of mind. But he was anxious to get 
started on the wings. Whether he understood her motivation or not, 
he and his team finally had a way to get to the land of the dragons. 
He hoped Pan wouldn’t change her mind. He was fairly certain he 
could estimate the size of the wings they needed. 

He called to Florence and Scarlet and told them what had 
happened. “Scarlet, will you and Henry and Sean and the children 
start gathering as many flower petals as you can, and put them in Ms. 
Octavia’s classroom? Florence, I’m going to need your help in the 
jungle. We have to collect more vines than I can carry on my own.” 

As the people of Artimé got to work, Aaron jogged toward the 
mansion so he could grab his tools and prepare for the trip. As he did 
so, his stomach flipped. He hadn’t gone on a mission like this in a 
very long time. And now, for the first time, he was the one in charge. 

He hoped he wouldn’t mess up everything even worse than it 
already was. If he did, his adversaries would never let him hear the 
end of it. 

The only thing Pan’s request solidified for Aaron was that no 
matter what the dissenters said or did, Aaron was in this leadership 


thing too deep to turn back now. 





Fifer Gets Restless 


Before the sun rose, Talon dropped Kitten off in the castle tower, and 
she started her journey downward, sneaking past the soldiers all the 
way to the entrance to the catacombs. If necessary, shed go through 
the entire maze, looking specifically for the kitchen and returning to 
the crypt that supposedly belonged to Thisbe. 

Knowing Kitten’s quest could take a few days, Fifer and the rest of 
the crew took to the skies and searched through the forest looking 
for signs of Arabis and Dev. Every now and then they’d spot the 
orange dragon flying in the distance with someone riding, 
sometimes near the cave entrance to the catacombs, other times near 
the castle. The Artiméans assumed the passenger was Dev, but there 
was no way to be sure from such a distance. 

At one point Simber raced after them, but the dragon was too fast, 
and Simber couldn’t catch up. It was troubling wondering what they 
were up to and why they had left so abruptly without a word. Had 
they been planning it? Had they turned against them? It seemed out 
of character for Arabis, if not for Dev. Even more troubling for the 


new young leader was trying to figure out what to do if Arabis had 


indeed switched sides. They wouldn't be able to leave all together 
without her. 

Regarding Dev, Fifer and Seth felt the most sting, though Fifer 
continued to try to push it away. After all they'd been through with 
Dev, they'd come to consider him a friend. He’d been teaching Fifer 
the common language of the land. But friends don’t leave in the 
middle of the night without a word. Something seemed terribly 
wrong about it, and Fifer couldn't help but wonder if something 
more nefarious had occurred. Had he just gone to see where Arabis 
was off to, and had both been abducted by soldiers? The king’s 
green-uniformed army was becoming more and more of a presence 
on the road and in the square. But without her muzzle, Arabis was 
very powerful and could easily fight off a few soldiers. Not to 
mention Arabis was responsible—the most responsible of all the 
young dragons—and she hadn’t come back. She didn’t even seem to 
be friends with Dev, so everything just seemed so strange. And for 
Dev to leave without his jacket and his treasures ... That was 
something Fifer would have never imagined happening. 

“Something’s definitely wrong,” Fifer muttered as she folded Dev’s 
things and put them in her bag for safekeeping. She and Seth 
finished straightening up camp and started out to gather firewood. 
Every day they had to go farther outside their new camp to find loose 
branches. 

“Did you say something?” said Seth crossly. He was cranky in 
general lately. Nothing specific had set him off, other than the fact 
that he preferred living indoors, where there weren’t any bugs and 
there was a kitchen full of food that wasn’t fish. If only Fifer’s 


magically prepared meals had reappeared inside her bag when the 


magic had come back ... but alas, for some unknown reason they 
hadn’t. He kicked at a root and hurt a toe that was already tender 
because his shoes were getting too small. 

“I said something’s definitely wrong,” Fifer told him. “It just 
doesn’t make sense.” 

“You mean with Dev and Arabis?” 

Fifer nodded. “Arabis is too loyal to leave us without explanation.” 

“Dev isn’t, though,” said Seth. He frowned. “You trusted him too 
much.” 

“I did not.” Now Fifer was testy. If anything, she was pulling away 
from people. Not trusting them more. “Besides, he left his money. 
Even his gold nugget. Something weird happened.” 

Seth was quiet. Then: “Are you going out for a ride today again?” 

“Probably.” 

Seth glanced sidelong at her, waiting to be invited along, but Fifer 
didn’t ask him. “Can I come?” he said, even more crossly since he 
had to ask. He sounded like his younger siblings. It made him feel 
like a baby. 

Fifer shrugged. “Sure, I guess.” 

“Maybe just never mind.” Seth rolled his eyes and picked up some 
small sticks for kindling. Fifer had been acting so weird lately. He 
wasn’t sure what he’d done, but she seemed to be taking something 
out on him. He’d tried to be patient and kind because of everything 
she was going through, but it was hard. Was it okay to be mad at 
someone whose brother had just died? His patience was starting to 
wear thin. 

Drums started up in the distance and then the trumpet’s wail. 


“Ugh, not this again.” Seth was tired of the constant recurring call to 


arms. He stood up straight and sighed, exasperated. “Seems like 
everybody would’ve heard by now, King!” he called out. 

“Yeah, King,” said Fifer, picking up one end of a long branch and 
stomping on the middle of it to break it in half. “You’re not going to 
convince more people to join you by being annoying.” 

Seth snickered. “Hey, King, do you know any other songs? I can 
tell you about a place where you could learn some.” 

“King, you could be so much more than a one-hit wonder,” said 
Fifer, half grinning now. She turned to Seth. “I learned that term 
from Kaylee. It means you’re only—” 

“Famous for one song,’ said Seth. “Yeah, I know. She told me.” 

“Oh.” They both grew silent again, the game over. Things were 


bleak once more. 
»» » 


On the other side of the mountain and down by the crater lake, 
Thisbe was fishing. Again. It seemed like that was all they did, but at 
least it was something to pass the time while wondering what in the 
world they were going to do. 

Shed had a rough time of it lately. That awful dragon call that 
Rohan and Sky didn’t seem to hear had occurred once more, and the 
accompanying urge to go climb the mountainside to get to it had 
nearly done her in. But then the images had blinded and paralyzed 
her like they'd done before, stopping her in her tracks. It sapped her 
energy. Rohan had found her by the shore again that morning, lying 
on her side. Hed helped her back to the cave. She knew he had 
questions—she could see them in his eyes. But she wasn’t ready to 


answer them. Somehow he sensed that and refrained from asking. 


What did the images mean? Who was the girl being dragged 
away? And why was Thisbe getting that uncontrollable-yearning 
feeling to climb the mountain and go somewhere deep inside the 
earth? The sound seemed to be coming from the heart of the 
catacombs. Thisbe never wanted to go back there. She just wanted to 
pretend this thing wasn’t happening. But she knew it had something 
to do with the ancestor broth—the images had originally appeared 
right after she'd drunk it the first time. 

Rohan came up to her and touched her shoulder. Thisbe turned 
and looked up. Seeing his face made her feel calm, like things would 
be okay again someday. In fact, his friendship was the one bright 
spot in all of this. Well, finding Sky was pretty great too. 

“What are you thinking about?” Rohan asked. He dropped his 
hand and moved down to his haunches next to her, gazing out over 
the calm lake. The volcano was down, and they could see the line of 
the land on the opposite shore, shrouded in mist. 

Thisbe didn’t want to talk about the disturbing things that were 
going on inside her. She wasn’t sure she could describe them 
properly, and she knew her story would be hard to believe for 
someone who wasn't experiencing it too. Instead she pointed to the 
opposite shore. “Is that part of Grimere too?” 

“No,” said Rohan, picking up a stiff piece of bark. He began to dig 
for worms to use as bait. “That’s where some of the black-eyed 
people were exiled after they escaped or were driven out of here. The 
land extends to the west and north and borders the cavelands, where 
the ghost dragons live. But the human side is mostly deserted now.” 
He didn’t explain why, but his lips made a tight line. 

“Mostly?” asked Thisbe. 


Rohan nodded. “There might be a few of our people left. Kept as 
slaves by a beastly old curmudgeon named Ashguard who lives in an 
old stone fortress. Some say the former queen is in hiding there too, 
but I don’t know. Nobody’s seen her in years. She’s probably dead 
too.” 

Thisbe pulled in her empty line and checked the hook. Her worm 
was still there. She tossed it back in. “Anyone you know live over 
there?” she asked lightly. 

“Not anymore.” 

They were quiet. Thisbe had gathered from what little Rohan 
offered up in conversation that he had no family left. She wasn’t sure 
what had happened to them. He didn’t seem open to discussing it. 
They both had secrets they didn’t want to share—Thisbe could 
respect that. 

After a moment she lifted her head and looked around. “Where’s 
Sky?” 

“She went to Dragonsmarche.” 

“What for?” 

“She’s going to try to barter for some vegetables. She took the big 
fish we were going to have for lunch with her, so...” Rohan looked 
sideways at Thisbe, his eyes crinkling. 

It reminded Thisbe of their talks in the tunnel. She grinned. “So 
I'd better get on with it?” 

Rohan nodded. 

“Vegetables sound delicious. Roasted over the fire . . .” Thisbe’s 
mouth watered. It was food like they ate back home. She’d never 


missed Artimé’s cooks so much before. 


Rohan deposited the worms he’d collected into their bait cup, a 
dirty old vessel they'd found washed up along the river. He wiped his 
hands and pulled out his string and hook too, and began fishing 
alongside Thisbe. 

“You were talking earlier,’ Rohan said. “When . . . whatever it was 
happened again.” 

Thisbe swallowed hard and kept her gaze on her line. She hadn’t 
known that. 

“You mentioned the River Taveer, I think. You said something else 
with it, but I didn’t catch it. Haven, maybe? Like it was a safe place, 
which seemed odd after what we went through to cross it.” 

“Haven?” Thisbe murmured, and she knew it wasn’t quite right. 
“Taveer.” Then she suddenly made the connection to the familiar 
river name. Perhaps it was Maiven she'd said, not haven. Maiven 
Taveer, her old cell mate in the castle dungeon. But why would she 
have said Maiven’s name? She had no idea, but haven didn’t make 
sense. The River Taveer wasn’t a safe place—she knew that well 
enough. At least the part of it that rushed through the mountain and 
blocked the opening to the catacombs, where she and Rohan had 
escaped. Thisbe felt uncomfortable that he’d overheard her saying 
something that she didn’t remember saying. She didn’t like that she’d 
spoken and had no memory of it. It felt like she’d been out of control. 
Embarrassing. Like when someone catches you talking in your sleep. 
Maybe if she didn’t respond further, Rohan would stop talking about 
it. 

He picked up on her discomfort and didn’t say any more. After a 
while Thisbe caught a fish, and by the time Sky returned with fresh 


vegetables and a loaf of bread, they had the fish browning nicely on 
the spit. 

“How did you get the food?” Thisbe asked, delighted. 

“T tried trading for it, but the vendor told me I had to sell my fish 
first, then come back with gold stones to buy his vegetables. So I 
stood there with my fish and held it up for people to see. After a few 
minutes someone offered me a couple gold pebbles for it, so I took 
them, though that didn’t seem like a fair deal. I was skeptical and 
worried I’d just given away our lunch. But when I showed the rocks 
to the produce guy, he seemed happy. He let me take all I could carry 
and gave me the baguette, too.” She pulled the loaf of bread out of its 
thin paper wrapping and ripped a hunk off it, then passed it around. 

“It seems like a waste of time,’ Thisbe remarked. “Trade for 
stones, then trade the stones for food. Why not just trade the fish for 
the vegetables?” 

Rohan observed the conversation with interest. “Because maybe 
the vegetable seller doesn’t want a fish. He wants the gold because it 
can buy anything, not just the thing you're selling.” 

“Hmm. I guess that makes sense,” said Thisbe. She turned back to 
Sky. “What was it like in the market?” 

“Different,” said Sky. “Armed soldiers everywhere. People moving 
about uneasily. Not very busy today. I think the townspeople must be 
scared.” 

“On the verge of war,’ mused Rohan. “But people must eat and 
make their wages. Life goes on. It feels surreal.” 

“This bread is very real, though.” Thisbe chewed on the soft 


insides of the crusty loaf, letting the piece melt in her mouth. She 


hadn’t eaten something so fresh in months. “Almost as good as our 
chefs make back home.” 

Sky nodded in agreement. Thinking of home, the two glanced at 
each other, then looked out to the lake, where the volcano was still 
down. Trying to get home through the volcano was on their minds 
constantly, each of them weighing the risks that were all too scary. 
They were relatively safe here, which was a factor in the decision. 
And maybe soon a rescue team would return to find Thisbe. Unless 
they'd given up. 

Thisbe pushed that thought away and tried to enjoy the food. As 
they finished the bread, muffled shouts echoed against the mountain 
and bounced across the lake. The three turned and looked up. Thisbe 
gasped as she caught a glimpse of something orange flying high 
above the catacombs. “Hey! That’s Arabis!” 

A bevy of arrows soared through the air, striking the dragon, most 
of them bouncing off. Arabis roared in indignation. 

Thisbe jumped to her feet. “What is she doing here? I thought 
Dev said all the dragons escaped and went home.” She cupped her 
hands around her mouth. “Arabis!” 

“Maybe she’s come back for you?” said Sky, and she called the 
dragon too. “Arabis!” 

All three shouted and waved at the creature, who disappeared 
behind the mountain. They ran down the path continuing to call out, 
but the dragon was gone. 

“Should we climb up after her?” asked Thisbe. “Or just hope she'll 
circle back around? She'll be long gone by the time we get up there.” 
Thisbe and Rohan didn’t want to be reckless without a good reason, 


going out in the open market in broad daylight. 


They abandoned the impossible chase. “Maybe she'll come back,” 
said Thisbe, holding her hand to shield her eyes from the sun and 
breathing hard. “Oh, please, Arabis,” she pleaded, tears springing to 
her eyes. “Please come back.” 

They stayed awhile at the edge of the mountain, peering at the sky 
in a desperate search for another spot of orange, but there was none. 

“Was she alone?” Sky asked. 

“I thought I saw someone riding on her back,” said Thisbe. “But 
she went right over us and I couldn’t tell for sure. I wonder what 
she’s doing. She must be looking for us, right?” 

“You, anyway,” said Sky. “But why would she be alone?” 

“Maybe no one else is left alive,” said Thisbe, thinking of Alex’s 
grave and imagining a massacre. Her heart dropped. “Maybe she’s 
the only one.” 

“That can’t be true,’ said Rohan firmly. “Not with your kind of 
magic to fight with.” 

“Besides,” said Sky, “I’ve been all over the forest—I would have 
seen graves. Or at least more signs of a fight.” 

“Not if they all died in the catacombs,” said Thisbe. 

“Please stop doing that to yourself,” Sky said softly. 

“Perhaps were misinterpreting everything,’ said Rohan. “Was 
Arabis wearing a muzzle? What if she didn’t make it out safely with 
the others and she’s still being held captive?” 

“That’s not a good scenario either,’ said Thisbe, dropping her 
head and rubbing her neck, which was stiff from straining it. 
“Besides, Dev would have known about that. He said they all got 


away.” 


Sky kept looking, willing the dragon to return. After a while they 
gave up and walked back to their cave, but remained outside it so 
they could see. 

An hour later, Sky caught a flash of orange out of the corner of her 
eye. “There she is again!” she said, pointing to the dragon far above 
them, heading toward the castle. This time there definitely was a 
rider on her back. “Arabis!” Sky shouted and waved. 

Thisbe gasped and jumped up. “No, Sky!” she said in a harsh 
whisper. “Look who it is!” She grabbed Rohan’s wrist and dove into 
the cave, pulling him in with her. 

Sky whirled around, confused. From the floor of the cave, Thisbe 
pointed to the rider on Arabis’s back, her heart sinking. It wasn’t 
anyone from Artimé. 

“Who is that scaly monster-person?” whispered Sky, stepping into 
the shadows as Arabis dipped down. The sun glinted off the dragon- 
woman on her back as Arabis glided out of view toward the market, 
letting out a roar and a spray of flames as she went. 

“That,” Thisbe said grimly, “is the Revinir.” 





It Begins 


Arabis just breathed fire!” Sky exclaimed. 

Thisbe peered out from her hiding spot in the cave. “Are you sure? 
I can’t believe she'd do that so close to where people are.” 

“She’s obviously not wearing a muzzle, then,’ Rohan noted. “And 
she’s allowing the Revinir to ride on her back—has she changed 
sides?” It was puzzling to imagine Arabis willingly working with the 
Revinir, but it seemed to be so. He started down the path to get 
another look. Adrenaline pumping, Thisbe and Sky followed. They 
ducked into the brush alongside the lake, though there wasn’t too 
much risk of them being noticed from this distance if they stayed 
still. A few arrows flew over the cliff and fell among the rocks. 

“Who’s shooting at them?” asked Rohan. “I don’t think the 
townspeople generally carry weapons around—not that I’ve ever 
noticed, anyway.” They could see Arabis occasionally when she flew 
high enough, but they couldn’t see the unknown dragon attackers. 

“It’s got to be the king’s soldiers,” said Sky. “There were so many 
out there today.” 

“I think .. .” Rohan’s expression grew strained. “I think this is it. 


The war must be starting. And Arabis and the Revinir started it.” 


“The Revinir can’t be ready,” Thisbe mused. “Does she have an 
army?” 

“Perhaps the Revinir is going it alone at first,” Sky said. “And she’s 
trying to catch the king’s army flat footed before they’re fully 
trained.” Sky had been in more than her fair share of battles. 

“But the king’s soldiers aren’t being caught flat footed,’ Rohan 
said, pointing as another arrow came flying over the cliff. “They're 
letting the Revinir know they’re serious too.” 

Thisbe was conflicted. “Something strange is happening. Our 
dragons would never do what Arabis just did on her own. The 
dragons hate the Revinir. I’m worried. Why doesn’t Arabis just fly 
away and dump the old bag off her back?” 

“That’s what’s got me completely puzzled,” said Rohan. “Perhaps 
the Revinir is using the same threatening techniques she used before 
with the young dragons.” 

“What techniques?” said Thisbe. 

“Didn't you tell me that she would threaten to kill the other 
dragons when she needed to use one of them to transport goods, so 
they wouldn't try to escape? Or wait—no, it was the guards between 
the dungeon and the catacombs who told me that.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Thisbe, remembering what Hux had shared with 
her and Fifer and Seth. “If that’s the case, though, she must have 
other dragons captive somewhere too—to use as leverage to get 
Arabis to work for her. But .. .” Thisbe frowned. “But the Revinir 
always muzzled them before to keep them from turning on her. And 
Arabis isn’t muzzled. Why isn’t she taking over the situation? I don’t 


get it.” 


“Maybe the Revinir does have another dragon,” said Sky. She was 
just as disturbed and puzzled. It was useless to speculate. When 
there were no more flying arrows, she crept out of the brush and 
strained to see. But their angle from this depth below the action gave 
them only a glimpse of the sky above the market, and Arabis wasn’t 
in sight. “I wish there were a quicker way up the mountain so we 
could tell what’s going on,” she said. 

Just then Arabis appeared once more, high in the sky, flying 
wildly. The Revinir held on with one hand and whipped the dragon 
with the other. The dragon-woman blew a breath of fire as Arabis 
dipped low, then out of sight. Sky gaped. 

“What a frightening monster,” said Rohan. “She seems much more 
scaly and fiery than usual.” 

Trumpets sounded, then the striking of some sort of gong, which 
echoed through the canyon. 

“Wow!” said Sky, startled by the noise. “What was that for?” 

“The king’s army is trying to organize.” Rohan frowned. Arabis 
soared above the catacombs once more with the Revinir. Then a roar 
shook the earth, but it didn’t come from Arabis. 

Thisbe shuddered. She felt the strange roar through her skin and 
bones, all the way to her core, like the feeling she’d had twice before 
in recent days. She groaned and gripped her head, stumbling forward 
toward the noise as if she were being yanked by a rope. She cried out, 
and at the same time flashes of images pounded with light behind 
her eyes, blinding her. Her limbs grew numb. She flew forward and 
lost her balance, tripping over the uneven shoreline at the lake, and 


plunged sideways into the water. 


“What in the—” muttered Sky, incredulous and shocked by 
Thisbe’s strange actions. “Thisbe! What are you doing?” 

Thisbe didn’t surface. Rohan sprang in after her. He grabbed her 
around the waist and yanked her back onto the shore. 

Thisbe sputtered and flailed. “Taveer!” she cried out between 
coughs and gasps. The series of images pounded inside her head like 
an ever-worsening migraine, one after the other. Meteors slamming 
into the earth, breaking into pieces. Soldiers sparring. Bandits 
sneaking around a burning castle. The girl being taken away and 
chained onto the pirate ship, then sailing out of control. Silvery-gray 
dragons like ghosts, marching and flying across a barren land. Then 
an earthquake, separating the worlds and leaving water plunging 
into the chasm between. 

While the images flashed and became longer scenes, Thisbe 
couldn't think of anything else. She could barely breathe. The 
numbness enveloped her, and she stopped flailing. Finally there was 
darkness. Thisbe lay with her head in one companion’s lap, her feet 
propped up by the other one, waiting for her vision and strength to 
return. 

Eventually her body began to ache, and she could hear again—Sky 
and Rohan talking quietly about her. Rohan explaining that their 
harrowing journey in the catacombs had been across the River 
Taveer and speculating that Thisbe might be experiencing some sort 
of trauma related to that. When Thisbe opened her eyes and daylight 
slowly seeped back in, she looked up into Rohan’s concerned face. 

He gave her a shaky smile and pushed her bangs out of her eyes. 
“You okay?” he asked. 


Thisbe nodded and struggled to sit up, embarrassed. “Sorry that 
happened again,” she said. “I... I’m not sure what’s going on.” Her 
lip quivered, though she tried to stop it. She didn’t want to cry right 
now, even though this was scary. 

“Are you sick?” asked Sky. 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Please don’t be sorry,” said Sky. “You obviously can’t help it. Do 
you know if it just happens randomly?” 

Thisbe stared at the ground. Things were still wavering a bit, and 
she was more scared than anything that the blinding visions would 
come back again. Or the urge to run toward... toward that recurring 
roaring sound. She looked up. That was it—the trigger for these 
episodes happening. “I know what it is now,” she said grimly, though 
not all the pieces had fully come together yet. 

“What is it?” asked Rohan, who looked terribly worried still. 

“That dragon roar. It wasn’t Arabis; it was the Revinir. She has 
more magical power than ever before. She’s .. . She’s using it to call 
to me. To try to get me to rejoin her. She’s .. .” Thisbe clamped her 
mouth shut as more truths came together. 

“She’s what?” asked Sky, leaning forward with alarm. 

“She’s trying to control me. Like she’s controlling Arabis. 
That’s ... Thats what drinking all of that dragon-bone broth did for 
her.” Thisbe pressed her lips in a firm line. “She has become the 
leader.” 

Sky stared. “The leader of what?” 

“The leader of all dragons.” She pushed up her sleeve and stared at 


her scaly arms. “Including me.” 





Restless and Reckless 


The time waiting for Kitten to return went by slowly for Fifer and her 
team. Fifer became more and more reclusive as she tried to distance 
herself from loving her friends too much, in case someone else died 
in their next attempt. It hurt her stomach so much to imagine losing 
any of them. These thoughts became more frequent and made her 
head spin with growing worries. Being a leader was difficult—she 
finally understood Alex’s old attitude and serious temperament a lot 
better now. 

And thinking about all the mistakes she could make was 
overwhelming. Sure, she hadn’t made any major ones yet. But that 
day was certain to come, and Fifer could hardly stand knowing it. On 
top of the worries, she still had so many questions. Would she ever 
know the answers? 

She dodged Seth, painful though it felt, especially when she saw 
the hurt in his eyes. Better to have a little pain now than a lot later. 
She stuck with her birds. With them, she could wonder aloud as 
many times as she wanted. Why did Arabis and Dev abandon them? 


Where in that giant maze of crypts was Thisbe? And Fifer’s most 


desperate question: How could they get to her without losing 
someone else in the process? 

Multiple times a day Fifer took to the skies with her birds. She 
was wary of the soldiers, but more than ready to fight back if they 
shot at her. They never did. Obviously they were foolish to think a 
twelve-year-old girl and a bunch of birds weren’t threatening, but 
Fifer appreciated being left in peace. She explored the forest and 
Grimere in ever-widening circles around their base, looking for a 
variety of things: Dev, Arabis, and smoke from the vent. 

Simber watched her carefully. He knew she could take care of 
herself and that she never landed anywhere, so she was relatively safe 
and out of reach. But he still worried about her like hed worried 
about Alex. He could tell shed been struggling. And if there was 
anything he’d learned from supporting Alex, it was to let the leader 
struggle and make some mistakes. As hard as it was to watch it 
happen, he knew it was the way humans learned. 

The cheetah trolled the skies too, but mostly at night. He didn’t 
want the sight of him to cause too much alarm with the townspeople 
now that they had so much to worry about, like who’s side they were 
on. From the conversations Simber’s sharp hearing picked up as he 
flew overhead, not all of them had made their decisions yet, and it 
caused quite a bit of friction among neighbors. 

After the Revinir and Arabis had done their fly-by attack of 
Dragonsmarche, skirmishes broke out frequently in the square. 
Polite and careful discussions about who the vendors supported 
turned into table-tipping brawls and severed friendships. The 
ancient baker woman who'd been selling baguettes for forty-five 


years next to the florist man had spat in his face and demanded he 


find a new booth, for she could no longer stand to be around the 
Revinir-supporting idiot. More and more women and men began to 
show up in green military garb, having decided to fight for the king, 
while members of their own families waved blue flags to declare 
their support for the Revinir. 

“Therrre’s no way this turrrns out well,’ Simber remarked to Fifer 
as the two of them stood at the edge of the forest overlooking the 
square. They hadn’t seen the attack that had started things 
escalating, but they'd heard about it and had witnessed others since. 
“It’s a civil warrr. These families will neverrr be the same again.” 

Fifer glanced at the stone beast. “Then they'll understand how I 
feel,’ she said. “I know my family isn’t in a civil war, but everything 
is broken. And it can never be fixed. Even if we find Thisbe, we've 
still lost Sky and Alex. I can’t bear it. I can’t stand to think about 
losing anyone else.” 

Simber nodded and was silent. After a while he sniffed the air. His 
eyes narrowed, and he sniffed again. He shook his head. 

“What is it, Sim?” 

“I thought I picked up Kitten’s scent, but it’s gone now.” 

“I hope she’s found Thisbe.” A pang of longing tore through 
Fifer’s heart, ripping open the wound again. 

“So do I,” said Simber. “We need to hearrr frrrom herrr soon. This 
waiting is drrriving me crrrazy.” 

“Me too.” Fifer placed her hand on Simber’s side. “If only we could 
find Thisbe and get out of here before this war gets worse. ... That’s 
my wish, anyway.” 

“We can hope forrr that,’ said Simber, eyeing another skirmish 


just starting in Dragonsmarche. “But I don’t think we'll be so lucky.” 


Within the hour Simber was proven correct. They heard a 
rumbling, and soon the king’s army rolled into town. They swarmed 
and descended on the shop owners and vendors in Dragonsmarche 
who had declared their loyalty to the Revinir, and captured them. 

While Fifer and Simber watched in shock from their hiding place, 
the fists and the weapons began to fly, and soon all of the merchants 
and shoppers were either running for their lives or partaking in the 
battle. It was messy and disastrous. Before long, the king’s army took 
control. They gathered up the Revinir supporters and chained them, 
then forced them to walk back down the main road toward the castle, 


where they would be imprisoned. 
» >» » 


Hours later, as things settled down, Fifer and Simber looked over the 
near-deserted square. “Do you think the war is over already?” Fifer 
asked. “Did the king win? I hardly saw any of the Revinir’s soldiers— 
just the ordinary people who support her. She wasn’t around either.” 

“It’s not overrr,’ said Simber wisely. “It’s just the beginning. And 
we re stuck in the middle of it. It makes me wonderrr ... ,” he said, 
but he didn’t finish. 

“Wonder what?” asked Fifer suspiciously. She was worried that 
he'd suggest they all go home to get away from this war. 

Simber glanced at her and shook his head. “Neverrr mind.” He 
frowned at the few skirmishes still going on, then turned away. “I’ve 
had enough of this forrr today.” 

Just then a chilling roar—the second one that day—echoed in the 


canyon on the far side of the square, causing those who remained to 


pause and look up. Fifer and Simber looked up too and saw Arabis 
rising from the canyon. The Revinir was on her back. 

“What’s going on?” Fifer exclaimed. “What is Arabis doing?” 

“Nothing good,” said Simber. They crept closer to get a better 
look. 

“I can’t believe this,” whispered Fifer. “Arabis is working for the 
Revinir. Is she being forced?” 

“She’s not muzzled,” said Simber. Then he pointed a claw toward 
the center of the square. “Look therrre.” 

The catacomb’s elevator was rising. Everyone stopped to look as a 
dozen blue-uniformed soldiers emptied out. With them was one tiny 
Kitten, whom no one noticed. 

Another thing no one noticed was that these soldiers were not the 
usual ones. They were much younger. Black-eyed children with 


dragon scales beneath their clothing. And they were prepared to 
fight. 


» » » 


Many miles away in the cavelands, an army of ghost dragons, led by 
Quince and Gorgrun, had assembled. Shoulder to shoulder, dust 
rising around them, they began their long journey trudging and 
flying slowly toward the Revinir’s roar. Not to heed it, for in their 
ghostly state they were unaffected by the call. Instead, they planned 
to fight against it with all their worth. 

If only they could remember that once they reached their 


destination. 





A Tough Decision 


Thisbe, Sky, and Rohan heard the Revinir’s latest roar directly above 
their cave. 

“Not again.” Thisbe moaned as she felt the symptoms come on 
strong. She resisted the urge to follow the roar and soon lay helpless 
once more as the images flashed in her mind and her body became 
paralyzed. Sky and Rohan helped her the best they could while two 
equal parts of her fought against each other in their own little war. 
Everyone could hear the distant echo of weapons clashing. But there 
was nothing they could do. 

By the time Thisbe opened her eyes, Sky and Rohan were 
exchanging somber looks above her. These unpredictable instances 
caused by the Revinir’s roar were increasing, leaving Thisbe 
vulnerable more often. Added to that, the threat of war loomed 
greater than before. If any of the fighters ever strayed down to their 
lakeside level, they'd be trapped in the midst of battle. And if the 
Revinir decided to roar during it, they could be in big trouble. 

“We need to get out of here,” Thisbe whispered. She barely had 
the strength to get the words out, but she said exactly what the other 


two were thinking. 


“Yes,” Sky said grimly. “I know it’s dangerous, but we’re going to 
have to try the volcano. We don’t have any other choice.” 

“What about the forest?” asked Rohan. “We could try escaping to 
there, or perhaps to the land across the lake. Though there’s not 
much left there,” he admitted. “I’m not sure how far the Revinir’s 
roaring range is, but at least we'd be away from the fighting.” 

Sky considered his idea, then shook her head. “I’ve stayed in sight 
of the volcano for a reason, always hoping that someone from home 
will figure out how it works and make their way to this shore. I didn’t 
want to miss them if they did. And anyone coming for Thisbe will 
search the area above us, near the catacombs entrance in the square. 
If we go elsewhere in this world, our people will never find us. I 
think it’s time we take a frightening journey through the volcano.” 

“Of course.” Rohan dropped his gaze. “That makes the most sense 
for you two. Forgive me—I wasn’t thinking.” 

Thisbe looked at him. “Youre .. . not coming with us.” She’d 
meant it as a question, but felt suddenly self-conscious and ended it 
like a statement. What if hed never planned to go with them? How 
arrogant was she to assume he’d want to? 

“No?” said Rohan, glancing up quickly to read her expression. “I 
mean, no.” He seemed as flustered as Thisbe, if not more so. Then he 
added weakly, “I worry about the volcano. I... I mean for me, as a 
weak swimmer. Not for you.” He turned sharply to avert his gaze and 
stared at the spot in the lake where the volcano would eventually 
surface. “Aren’t you afraid of drowning? Or of ending up somewhere 
completely foreign?” 

Thisbe and Sky exchanged a glance. Of course they'd thought 
about it. Then Sky spoke up. “I’m not afraid of drowning now that I 


know it’s possible to breathe a little when traveling through the 
volcanic tunnels—even if it’s difficult to do so. And... well, I ended 
up somewhere completely foreign once already, and found you. So. 
I’m game to have a go if you are, Thisbe.” She searched Thisbe’s face. 
“Considering what the Revinir is doing to you, and the war that’s 
beginning, I think our safest move is to leave here as soon as possible 
and try to get back to Artimé so she no longer affects you.” 

Thisbe stared off into the distance, lost in thought. She felt certain 
there was a way back to the seven islands through the volcano 
network. The pirates had gone back and forth for years. Hux the ice 
blue had told Pan that there had to be another way—and this was it. 
And Issie’s baby seemed to know something about it. The volcanos 
were a transportation system between the two worlds ... and maybe 
other places too. It was frightening to think about being swallowed 
up by the volcano and spat out into another world, possibly painfully 
so. And who knew if they'd land in water? Just because the two 
volcanos they knew about were in water didn’t mean others would 
be. 

Thisbe cringed. What other option was there? It wasn’t safe here 
anymore, and the Revinir’s roar was having a worsening effect on 
her. The fact that the woman was trying so hard to make Thisbe join 
her meant that her life was in even more danger than they’d realized. 
Thisbe knew this had to be the right move, as scary as it was. “We'll 
do it, Sky,” she said, her heart seizing up. “Once the volcano comes 
back up, we'll head out there. Then we'll have to wait for it to go 
back down again. And then... well, that’s it. We’ll go down with it.” 

“It just went under this morning, so it'll probably resurface 
sometime this afternoon,” said Sky. 


“Maybe Issie’s baby will be around to guide us,” Thisbe said with a 
shaky laugh. She felt relieved that they'd made a decision, but now 
the fear began in earnest. And what about Rohan? She turned to him 
and clutched his arm, but the lump in her throat rendered her 
momentarily unable to speak. 

“Would you like help building a small raft?” asked Rohan quietly, 
not looking at Thisbe. “So you can swim out holding on to 
something while you wait for it to go down?” 

Thisbe studied his profile as a thousand feelings swirled around 
her. “Yes,” she said. “That’s a great idea.” Next to the fear inside her 
was a growing ache. She realized it was because she would miss 
Rohan. She’d miss him desperately. More than she'd ever expected. 
They’d been through so much together. “Thank you.” 

“Of course.” Rohan got up abruptly. “Pll start gathering branches 
and leave you two to... figure things out.” 

When he was gone, Sky glanced at Thisbe. “Don’t you want him to 
come with us?” she asked. “He’s in danger here too.” 

“I—I think he doesn’t want to come with us. This is his homeland. 
I don’t know.” 

Sky was silent. Her heart ached too. This risky decision to try the 
volcano was easier for her, she knew. Sure, she had her brother and 
mother, but they likely thought she was dead already. And Alex... 
well. That made this decision easier. She got up. “Maybe you should 
go help Rohan while I pack a few things,” she said. “We don’t have 
much time.” 

“Okay.” Thisbe rose numbly and started down the path to the 
wooded area next to the lake. She followed the sounds of crackling 


underbrush to where she caught sight of Rohan. 


He had begun piling a small pyramid of long, thick sticks in a 
clearing. He heard her coming and flashed a crooked grin that 
somehow seemed incredibly sad. “Hi,” he said. 

“Rohan?” said Thisbe. 

“Yes?” 

“Where will you go? Will you stay here?” 

Rohan straightened and threw another stick on his pile, not 
daring to look at her. “I haven't given that any thought yet.” 

“You know you can come with us, right?” Thisbe felt her face 
grow hot, and it only made her flustered. “If you want to.” 

“That’s very generous, Thisbe,” said Rohan. “Thank you for your 
kind offer. Like I said, I’m not a good swimmer. I’m afraid to do it. 
And...” 

“And?” Thisbe prompted. 

“And I don’t know if I should leave here, even if I dared.” 

“But why?” Thisbe demanded, casting aside her early feelings of 
discomfort. She wanted him to come with them. She knew that now. 

“This might sound strange, but I think ... I think I’m supposed to 
stay. Stay and fight for our people and my friends in the catacombs. 
And our land. Somehow. Perhaps I’ll go back to try to free the other 
slaves or something. I just ... I feel like Pm supposed to do that.” 

Tears sprang to Thisbe’s eyes. Wrapped up in herself, she’d all but 
forgotten about the other slaves. And she'd forgotten that Rohan 
considered her to be one of them, the rightful ruling people of 
Grimere. “What good can one person do?” she asked, all the while 
feeling guilt creep into the pit of her stomach. 


“Maybe I won't accomplish anything,” said Rohan. “But I have to 
try. 
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“Of course. I’m sorry.” Should Thisbe be staying too? Fighting for 
her people? But what if she didn’t feel like these people were hers? 
What if she felt like she needed to go home and be with those people? 


The Artiméans were her people—the ones she knew best, anyway. 


“But... will I ever see you again?” Thisbe cried. Her voice cracked. 
“I wasn’t planning on leaving you behind. I’m not sure... not 
sure...” 


Rohan dropped the sticks he was holding and went over to her, 
and she reached out and took his hand. Startled, his hand remained 
limp at first, and then he gently squeezed her cool fingers. He 
swallowed hard. “Thisbe, if I never see you again, my heart would 
break. I admit I’m tempted to go with you. But there’s a stronger 
calling inside me that has nailed me to this land. It’s something even 
stronger than the friendship I feel for you. Perhaps ... Perhaps one 
day you'll find your way back here.” 

Thisbe looked up and saw his eyes glistening, which made her feel 
even sadder. “How will I find you?” Her ribs felt like they were 
tightening around her. She couldn't breathe. 

“I can’t say,’ said Rohan. “I’ve no idea where my path will lead me. 
But our connection is strong.” He wiped a tear from her cheek. “I feel 
certain we'll find ourselves in one another’s company again one day.” 

“What if I don’t come back here?” 

“Then I'll learn to swim and hold my breath like you and your 
people. And I'll dare to scour all the worlds to find you.” 

A sob escaped Thisbe, and she looked away, overcome with the 
intensity of the moment. She took a step back but didn’t let go of 
Rohan’s hand. He was right. Their connection was special. Stronger 


than anything Thisbe had ever felt before—from their nights in the 


tunnel between their crypts to their perilous escape, they had shared 
a lifetime’s worth of events in the span of months. She felt like she 
should give him something, a gift to remember her by, though it was 
clear he, like she, would never forget their time together. She went to 
her pocket to see if there was any token she could offer, and her 
fingers landed on one of the tiny bottles of ancestor-bone broth that 
she'd stolen in hopes of being able to sell it in the marketplace. 

Her breath caught. The ancestor-bone broth was the thing that 
was helping her resist the Revinir’s dragon call. She was certain of 
that. But it also gave her something she couldnt explain. A 
connection to the history of the people of Grimere. A closeness... 
almost as if she could read their minds if they'd been alive today. 

She pulled out the bottle and looked at it, then held it out to 
Rohan. “Here,” she said. “It’s the ancestor-bone broth. I swiped a few 
bottles as we were leaving, thinking I could sell them in 
Dragonsmarche if we needed those gold stones to buy food. This 
broth is harmless to people without black eyes if the Revinir is any 
proof—she drank it and it didn’t affect her. But to us... Well, this 
broth opens a whole world of history and wisdom through the 
images. I know I haven’t told you much about it. But now that we're 
leaving so suddenly, well, I just wanted to tell you more. Maybe it’ll 
help you in your quest to save the others. And ... I don’t know. 
Maybe it’ll also keep us connected somehow.” 

Rohan hesitated. “Broth made from human bones is not 
something I’ve ever thought I’d be interested in,” he said. 

“You don’t have to drink it unless you want to,” Thisbe hastened 
to say. “If not, you could sell it someday if you need the money. 


Or... keep it. To remember me by.” 


Rohan took the bottle and slid it into his pocket. “I have nothing 
to give you,” he murmured. And then he remembered. “Wait.” He 
bent down and lifted his pant leg, then pulled out the knife he'd 
stolen from one of the guards. It rested in a worn leather sheath. 
Eyeing Thisbe, he touched the handle to his lips, then held it out to 
her. 

“Don’t you need it?” Thisbe asked, worried. “What if youre 
attacked?” 

“TIl keep one of the swords.” Rohan dropped his gaze. “Besides, I 
need the memory of this moment more.” 

Thisbe’s heart fluttered. “Then you'll have it.” She took the knife. 

He smiled and dipped his head. Impulsively Thisbe rose to her 
tiptoes and placed a tiny kiss on his lowered cheek, catching him by 
surprise. But he couldn't dwell on that action, for the lake waters 
began to shiver. 

Rohan turned. “Is that... ?” he said, noticing the ripples. 

Thisbe nodded and clutched Rohan’s hand as she watched and 
waited. A few moments later the volcano in the lake came 
torpedoing up, spewing water everywhere. There was no time to 


waste. 





On the Move 


ds Arabis and the Revinir flew out of sight and the skirmishes in the 
Dragonsmarche square began to ramp up again, Kitten returned to 
camp with much to report. She relayed the story of the past few days 
to Simber, who listened intently without translating. Kitten mewed 
for many minutes before stopping. The others gathered around and 
waited impatiently to hear what Kitten had learned. 

When she finished, Simber looked up at the others. 

“What’s happening?” asked Fifer. “Did she find Thisbe?” 

Simber shook his head, looking a bit puzzled. “Kitten says Thisbe 
is not in the catacombs. She looked everrrywherrre. She’s cerrrtain of 
it. 

“What?” said Carina. “How could that be?” 

“I knew it,’ said Fifer under her breath. Shed had a feeling 
nagging at her all this time, but she believed the stupid seek spell. 
She frowned to herself—why hadn’t she listened to her instincts? 

Simber went on. “But Kitten did find someone else.” 

“Who?” asked Lani. 

“Dev.” Simber looked puzzled. “She says she trrried to talk to him, 


but he just looked at herrr with a strrrange, glazed exprrression, like 


he didn’t know who she was. She said all the otherrr slaves had that 
same look too. And they all had drrragon scales on theirrr arrrms like 
Dev.” 

“Oh my goodness,” said Fifer. “How could he not recognize 
Kitten?” 

“Thats frightening,” said Kaylee, sitting up straight. “What’s 
going on with the glazed expressions? And I still don’t understand 
what the deal is with the Revinir riding Arabis around like that. 
Arabis might have decided to leave us, but I can’t imagine a single 
scenario in which she would willingly rejoin the Revinir after all 
that’s happened in the past. After all we know about Arabis and the 
Revinir.” She paused, thinking it through. “Does anybody else 
suspect she has some sort of mind-control thing happening?” 

“Tve been wondering that too,” said Crow. “Maybe the Revinir’s 
control of Dev and Arabis and the others has something to do with 
the dragon scales. It makes sense if everyone with the glazed look 
had the scales. And Arabis has them too, of course.” 

Kitten began mewing again, and Simber paused to listen, then 
translate. “She says that when the Rrrevinirrr rrroarrrs, all the slaves 
go to herrr. And that Arrrabis is kept chained up in some cave at the 
top of the mountain when the Rrrevinirrr isn’t flying arrround on 
herrr back.” 

“What?” said Samheed, incredulous. “What’s going on? This is 
some kind of strange magic. I don’t understand it.” 

“And where is Thisbe?” demanded Fifer. She was beginning to 
panic, but she didn’t want to let on how scared she was for her sister. 
“Kitten, are you absolutely sure she’s not down there?” 


“Mewmewmew!” said Kitten. 


“She’s surrre. She checked everrry crrrypt and everrry hallway. The 
kitchen and the extrrracting rrroom. She looked at each slave when 
they all came togetherrr at the Rrrevinirrr’s call. Thisbe isn’t in the 
catacombs.” 

Fifer put her palm to her forehead and started pacing. Her heart 
filled with dread. “Where could she be? Do you think she’s .. . dead 
and buried down there? I mean, the seek spells went toward the 
square. Maybe they’re in some empty crypt... hovering... like...” 
Like Alex’s. 

No one jumped to respond, for they were all picturing it too. 

“We can’t think that,’ said Carina firmly after a moment. “She 
must have escaped.” 

“Kitten searrrched—” Simber began. 

“Or she’s back in the dungeon like Dev told us,” said Thatcher, 
cutting him off. “That’s my guess. The Revinir put her back there 
after we tried to rescue her.” 

“But the seek spell!” said Fifer, growing impatient. 

Seth nodded grimly. “She sent Thisbe to the dungeon after the 
seek spell was sent.” 

“None of this makes sense,’ muttered Fifer. “Why would the 
Revinir give a black-eyed slave to the king when they are so valuable? 
And when they are fighting each other?” 

Lani spoke up. “Maybe she knows about the seek spells and she 
understands how they work. Remember, Samheed—we were able to 
send a few when she held us captive back when we were Fifer’s age. 
She certainly knows about our other magic after the great battle. 
She’s smart enough to have figured out the seek spell just by seeing 
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one. 


Samheed slowly nodded. “Pll bet she moved Thisbe to the 
dungeon after the seek spell in hopes of us sending more and 
tracking her down over there instead of at the catacombs.” 

“So,” said Seth, trying to follow the conversation, “she expects that 
we'll attack the castle instead of the catacombs?” 

“Ohhh,” said Fifer. “She wants us to attack the castle, not her. The 
king is her enemy. She’s getting us to help her without meaning to. Is 
that what you're saying?” 

Lani nodded. “Something like that.” 

The group fell silent, trying to poke holes in this new theory. Fifer 
had to admit parts of it made sense. The Revinir was trying to draw 
them to the castle to fight the king for her. That would definitely be a 
clever move, she thought begrudgingly. 

There was no telling for sure, unless maybe they could get the 
information from someone outside of the catacombs. Like Arabis. 
“Kitten,” Fifer said, “where is Arabis’s cave?” 

Kitten shrugged. “Mewmewmew.” 

“Kitten says she only overrrhearrrrd the Rrrevinirrr talking about 
it being on a mountain. She didn’t say wherrre exactly it was.” 

“Well,” said Fifer, “I’m going to find her and make her tell us 
what’s going on. And then we'll track down Thisbe, wherever she is, 
and get out of here before this stupid war gets any worse.” She got up 
and called to her birds. 

“Mewmewmew, ’ said Kitten, impassioned. 

“Wait, please,” said Simber. “Therrre’s morrre.” 

He listened as Kitten gave a lengthy explanation of something. 

Then he turned to the group. “The black-eyed slaves, who now 


apparrrently have some minorrr drrragonlike powerrrs, arrre 


drrressing like the Rrrevinirrr’s soldierrrs. They came out of the 
elevatorrr with Kitten and arrre on the marrrch to the king’s castle. 
They’rrre going to attack and attempt to overrrthrrrow him.” 

The revelation was met with stunned silence. 

“What? You mean right now?” said Seth. “What will happen to 
Thisbe if she’s in the dungeon?” 

“I doubt they'd go down there,” said Carina. “The king didn’t seem 
to spend any time below the main floor, right? And that’s who 
they’re after.” 

Fifer and Seth agreed—they hadn’t seen him anywhere near the 
gross dungeon. 

“And why would he?” said Thatcher. “He wouldn’t bother with the 
prisoners. I agree, Carina.” 

“But what are we going to do?” said Fifer, her voice pitching 
higher. Was she, as a leader, supposed to know? Was she supposed to 
be answering the questions instead of asking them? She took a deep 
breath and blew it out in frustration. “We need to find Thisbe and 
get her out of there. Can we make it to the castle before the Revinir’s 
soldiers?” 

“Mewmewmew, said Kitten. 

“They have a prrretty good starrrt on us,” translated Simber. 

“But we have you,” said Carina to Simber. 

“And the birds,” said Fifer. 

“And me,” said Talon. 

They all looked at one another, silently counting the number of 
passengers. 

“We'll plan everything on the way,” said Kaylee, grabbing her 
sword and shoving it into the sheath on her belt. “Come on.” 


“But we can’t attack the black-eyed slave soldiers,” said Fifer. 
“Theyre not the enemy. They might be under the Revinir’s dragon- 
magic control, but they’re... they re MY people.” 

Carina frowned. “If someone attacks me, I’ll fight back,” she said 
without apology. “But I hear what you’re saying. According to what 
Dev told us and what we know about them being slaves, they’re 
obviously not on the Revinir’s side—at least when they have control 
of themselves.” 

“This argument is meaningless if we just sit around here 
speculating about things,” said Samheed impatiently. “Simber, do 
you want to fly up and get an idea of what’s happening out there 
while we gather our supplies?” 

“Great idea,’ said Lani, who was also eager to get moving. 

Simber didn’t wait for anyone else to chime in. While the rest of 
the team prepared a hasty collection of their camp so they could 
move to the castle area, the great cat rose above the treetops and 
began flying in ever-growing circles, trying to assess everything from 
the skirmishes in Dragonsmarche to the easternmost point of 
Grimere, where the castle stood. 

From the sky Simber could see the battle still going on in 
Dragonsmarche. And he could see the small army of a dozen or so 
blue-suited soldiers that Kitten had mentioned. They were making 
quick time walking up the main road toward the castle without being 
challenged—so far. Simber could barely make out a much larger 
army of green-uniformed soldiers assembling at the road outside the 
castle miles away. There seemed to be many more of them than he’d 


seen in one place before. The king’s call to arms had worked. His 


army was far larger than the Revinir’s. But where were all her other 
soldiers? Had they deserted her? 

As Simber headed back toward camp to rejoin the team, 
something caught his eye in the direction of the cavelands, where 
Arabis had been visiting. He could just make out a faint cloud of dust 
rising, as if there was a wild stampede in the desert. Simber 
narrowed his gaze. Instead of heading for the clearing in the forest 
where the others were, he continued beyond it, toward the dust. Ina 
few minutes he could make out dark blobs within the cloud. And a 
few minutes after that, he could see the distinct shapes of dragons. 

Some were flying slowly, and others were marching, causing the 
storm of dust. All were enormous, many times larger than Simber. 
They were heading toward Grimere. Had these dragons been 
summoned by the Revinir’s call too, like Arabis? If so, the Artiméans 
were in big trouble. Maybe that was why the Revinir’s army was so 
small. She didn’t need humans when she had dragons. 

Simber circled back and soared at top speed to camp, where the 
others were packed up and waiting for him. He told them about what 
he'd seen. 

The Artiméans were mystified about the ghost dragons and 
scared, too. Arabis had told them that the ghost dragons would fight 
for the land when they needed to. But if those dragons were under 
the Revinir’s spell, would they instead turn on the Artiméans? 

“Pm so confused,’ Seth lamented as he climbed into the bird 
hammock with Fifer. “Who are we fighting again?” 

Fifer signaled to Shimmer to lift off and gave Seth a grim look. 
“Everyone, I think.” 





No Time to Lose 


Thisbe!” Sky called. “The volcano!” 

Thisbe and Rohan jerked their hands apart. “I see it!” Thisbe 
replied. “We’re coming now!” 

They quickly gathered up the sticks and yanked some stringy 
vines down as well to help secure them together to make a raft. As 
they did, Thisbe’s stomach felt like lead. “This is really happening,” 
she murmured. “I’m going to get sucked down the volcano. And I 
might never make it out.” She paused, thinking about it. “I might 
die.” 

Rohan looked away, his face pained. “I want to tell you not to go,” 
he said. “But it’s no safer for you here.” 

That was the grim reality. If Thisbe stayed, she might get 
overpowered by the Revinir’s dragon call. Or kidnapped by someone 
seeking to cash in on her value as a slave. Or caught in the middle of 
a war between two parties she disagreed with. The black-eyed slaves 
had no one fighting for them. And now Thisbe was leaving Rohan to 
do the fighting alone. 

It didn’t feel right. But she couldn’t stay here and be vulnerable. 


The way she reacted to the Revinir’s roars was not just debilitating 


for her, but it made everyone with her vulnerable too. And it put 
them in danger when they had to tend to her. 

“This is the hardest choice of my life,” Thisbe said. “If I could tear 
myself in two, I might just do it.” 

This brought a small smile to Rohan’s face. “I’m not sure that'll 
help things,” he said, his familiar teasing tone seeping into his voice. 
“Td have to help you walk ... unless the bottom half of you stayed 
here... .” 

“I was thinking I’d be split the other way, top to bottom,” Thisbe 
said with a grin, straining hard to keep from crying. “So I might still 
need help.” The tears came anyway. 

Rohan nodded, unable to choke out a laugh or even a single word. 

They reached Sky, who'd packed up a few things and was ready 
with more vines. Sky had made rafts before; one had been strong 
enough to get her and Crow from Warbler to Artimé. Now she began 
expertly tying the sticks together and weaving extra vines around 
them to secure them. “This isn’t going to be a very big raft,” she said 
after a while, “but it'll hold us. We won't need it for long.” 

“I feel sick,” said Thisbe. 

Sky glanced at her. “We don’t have to do this.” 

“No... it’s okay. We need to get back. With Alex gone... We just 
need to give Artimé some good news.” 

Sky teared up and nodded, swallowing hard. She turned back to 
the raft. 

When they finished the last of the knots, they brought it to the 
shallow part of the lake to test it near the shore. Sky climbed aboard 


while Thisbe and Rohan looked on, numb and silent. Thisbe stared at 


the volcano, which had quieted by now. Once it cooled off enough it 
would sink again. 

There was something making a ripple in the water a long way off, 
and Thisbe hoped it was Issie’s baby ready to guide them. But to 
where? If Issie had been lost for seven hundred years, that meant 
that shed never been back to the water surrounding the seven 
islands. Or if she had returned, she’d never been discovered by any of 
the sea creatures there. Not by Karkinos, the giant crab island, nor 
the squid who lived under him. Not Issie herself, who'd been 
searching constantly, or Spike Furious or Pan or any of the other 
creatures. Despite knowing that the pirates had somehow found a 
way to get back and forth, Thisbe began to worry that the journey 
back to the seven islands through this route wasn’t going to be easy. 

“It’s time,” said Sky gently, getting off the raft and preparing to 
push it out to deep water. “I don’t think we should wait any longer.” 

Thisbe sucked in a deep breath. “Okay.” 

Sky hugged Rohan, thanking him and saying a quick good-bye. 
Then she pushed the raft out a bit farther to give the two friends a 
chance to bid farewell. Thisbe turned, her eyes burning, and hugged 
Rohan good-bye. He held her tightly for a moment, his face 
anguished. And then they let go. “Good-bye, pria,’ Rohan whispered. 

Thisbe didn’t know what “pria” meant, but she was too choked up 
to respond. With a hard swallow she broke away and followed Sky to 
the raft. They began wading out with it. 

Thisbe couldn't look at Rohan standing alone on the shore. She 
couldn’t think about the sacrifices hed be making to help the other 
slaves while she returned to the comforts of Artimé. Their short time 


together had become the most important thing in Thisbe’s life, and 


now it was ending. Perhaps for good. The empty feeling left by that 
thought seemed bottomless. 

When the water got too deep, Sky and Thisbe pulled themselves 
halfway onto the raft, leaving their legs in the water to propel them 
toward the center of the lake. Eventually Thisbe glanced over her 
shoulder, half hoping Rohan had left. But he was still standing there. 
He saw her turn and raised his hand to her, which made Thisbe tear 
up again. She waved back, then continued with her task, vowing not 
to look again. It was too hard. 

All was going according to plan until the beastly roar of the 
Revinir split the sky. Immediately Thisbe felt herself losing her sight, 
and the images began flashing. She stopped kicking and tried to 
cling to the raft, but the paralyzing effects of the ancestor broth left 
her hands numb. She couldn't hang on. 

When Sky heard the roar, she realized immediately what was 
happening. Quickly she hoisted Thisbe fully onto the raft so she 
wouldn't slip off, then carefully climbed aboard after her. She 
worried over the girl, holding her and eyeing the volcano as they 
drew close. What would happen if Thisbe got sucked down in this 
state? Would she be able to hold her breath? Would she be able to 
steer through the tunnels? Sky didn’t think so. She'd have to hang on 
to her and hope she recovered in time. 

The snapshots and scenes of history flashed one by one in front of 
Thisbe. Meteors slamming into the ground, leaving huge craters. 
The dragons marching. Soldiers and rebels fighting in battle. The 
earthquake, and the world splitting and separating. The girl on the 


deck of the ship that went spiraling out of control. And now 


something new. The river. The River Taveer. Somehow connected to 
Maiven with the same surname. 

This time, instead of just images and short scenes, Thisbe could 
hear sounds that went with them. The roaring of the dragons. The 
crack of the earth breaking. Water spurting up from where a meteor 
struck. Screams and shouts. The snapping of trees and the castle 
walls as flames engulfed them. 

The struggling girl came to the forefront again, closer up. Water 
poured over the ship’s rails, then over her. Her screams intermingled 
with the rush of pounding waves. Someone in the background was 
turned away from the girl and shouting the same thing over and over 
again, beckoning to someone Thisbe couldn’t see. 

Then the sound stopped abruptly. Thisbe gasped, the silence more 
horrifying than the noises. What had happened? She couldn't 
understand. 

The images and scenes subsided. Thisbe’s vision slowly returned. 
But echoes of the scream rang in her head, and she had no problems 
understanding it now. Over and over it continued with the same 


words. Maiven Taveer! Maiven Taveer! Maiven Taveer! 





A DiFFerent Course 


Thisbe slowly focused on Sky, who was leaning over her. There was a 
splash nearby—a fish, or maybe Issie’s baby. 

“Are you okay, Thisbe?” Sky asked, her face worried. “Can you 
see?” 

Thisbe nodded. “I’m okay.” She sat up weakly, then squinted at the 
volcano a short distance away. There was no doubt they’d go down 
with it when it plunged underwater. It could happen any moment— 
there was no telling for sure. Thisbe hoped she'd have at least a few 
minutes to recover. She flexed her hands, trying to get full feeling 
into her fingers again. 

The scream from the images still echoed in Thisbe’s ears. Where 
was the ship going, and what was causing it to move so out of control 
like that? The poor girl was chained to the deck with no shelter from 
the waves. Thisbe was sure someone was shouting “Maiven Taveer” 
before everything went silent. But what did that mean? And why did 
the river bear the same name as Maiven? She should have asked 
Rohan where the river’s name had come from. 

“Oh!” Thisbe said weakly, realizing Rohan would be worried about 


her after hearing the Revinir’s roar. With effort she turned and waved 


her arm wide at him so he’d know she was okay. 

He waved back, a tiny spot of movement on the shore. Behind him 
to the north the sheer mountain wall that contained the catacombs 
rose hundreds of feet. She scanned the skies, taking in scenery that 
she might never see again. Grimere was a beautiful place despite all 
the agony it had caused Thisbe. She felt at home here—in the cave, 
that is, not the catacombs. 

“What’s going on over there?” Sky said. She pointed to the east, 
where the castle lay. They couldn’t quite see it from this distance, but 
the sky above it was charcoal. 

Thisbe squinted. “Those aren’t rain clouds,” she said, sitting up. 
“That’s...” 

“Smoke,” said Sky, worry in her voice. 

“That’s where the castle is,’ Thisbe told her. “Do you think the 
Revinir has gone there?” She thought about the Revinir being so 
much like a dragon now. “Has she... Has she set the place on fire?” 

It seemed the only logical answer. Thisbe lifted herself onto her 
knees on the small raft and waved wildly at Rohan. “Smoke!” she 
yelled, and pointed toward the castle. “The castle!” 

But they were too far away for him to hear her or understand her 
gestures. He waved back, oblivious. 

“This is terrible,’ Thisbe said, her mind whirling. “If the Revinir, 
or Arabis, or her soldiers or whoever set fire to the castle, it’s just... 
It’s going to be a horrible tragedy. The place is absolutely huge.” She 
quickly described the vast entryway and the white tigers adorned 
with jewels, and then she stopped abruptly as the scream from the 


images pierced through her again. Her eyes widened. “Oh no,” she 


said softly as the dreadful truth came upon her. “The prisoners. So 
many of them!” 

“What?” asked Sky. “You mean in the castle?” 

Before Thisbe could answer, they felt a shiver in the water, and the 
calm surface rippled. 

“The dungeon,” Thisbe whispered, then sat up alarmed. “Maiven 
Taveer. Oh, Sky—Maiven Taveer is shackled in the dungeon of the 
castle along with hundreds of others!” 

But Sky was looking at the surface of the water. It continued to 
tremble around them. “Do you feel that?” she said, gripping the raft. 
“That was the first warning ripple. It won't be long now. Are you 
ready for this?” 

Thisbe stared blindly as a wave of horror washed through her. 
“Maiven Taveer,” she muttered, thinking hard about the images. The 
girl being taken away. The screams. But what was the connection? 
Was Maiven... Could she possibly be someone . . . important? All 
Thisbe knew was that Maiven was a crucial link in finding out the 
history of the black-eyed people. 

The water trembled again. “Thisbe, are you all right?” Sky asked 
anxiously. “Why do you keep saying that name?” 

Thisbe turned sharply to face Sky, her expression deathly serious. 
“I have to go back,” she said. “I have to save one of the prisoners. 
There’s no time for me to explain—I know it sounds crazy, but I 
must get to the castle now. We'll have to try this next time.” Thisbe 
jumped into the water and started paddling, pulling the raft with her. 

“What? There’s no time! The volcano is going down any second!” 


}> 


“I have to try 


“TIl help you, then—come on!” Sky dove off the platform, then 
surfaced and began pushing the raft in front of her. 

“Let’s ditch the raft and go for it!” cried Thisbe. “It'll be faster!” 

“Oh, Thisbe—I can’t. It’s too far for me. There’s no way Pll make 
it all the way to shore without the raft.” 

Thisbe let out a huff of frustration and swam back to help push. 
The two kicked with all their might, and they moved slowly toward 
the shore. 

The surface of the water around them shivered again. “Faster!” 
cried Thisbe. “Are you sure we can’t leave the raft behind?” 


1? 


“Tm not a good enough swimmer!” Sky was already panting, and 
arguing about it wasn’t going to make her any stronger. She could 
hold her breath for several minutes like the other Artiméans, but 
she'd never loved the water, and she hadn’t grown up swimming like 
Fifer and Thisbe had. Unfortunately, at this rate, they weren't going 
to make it. “Let go, Thisbe,” said Sky. “Go ahead of me. I mean it!” 

“I can’t leave you behind!” 

“You need to go!” Sky shouted. “Do it! It’s an order! You know I'll 
be fine. I'll meet you back at the cave once you've saved Maiven.” 

Continuing to push the raft, Thisbe stared at Sky. The volcano 
behind them was shaking. It was starting to descend. She didn’t 
know what to do. What if Sky didn’t make it? 

“DO IT!” Sky shouted in a horrible voice. 

Thisbe cringed. Then she took a huge breath, dove under, and 
propelled herself through the water toward the shore, kicking and 
stroking faster than shed ever done before, knowing that was the 


best way. 


After a moment or two she felt the suction tugging at her, at her 
clothes and shoes, and she pushed onward. Could Sky withstand it 
too? She had to! For a long moment Thisbe struggled against the 
pull, sure she was making no headway. It grew stronger, and she 
started feeling herself being dragged backward. A huge wave rolled 
over her, nearly flipping her in the water. Lungs straining, Thisbe 
kept going with every bit of strength she could gather until the 
suction began to ease. Soon she was making progress again, and 
when her lungs could stand it no longer, she rose to the surface, 
gasping for air, and whirled around. The volcano was gone. 


And so was Sky. 





To the Castle! 


Cimber sampled the air as he carried Carina, Thatcher, Lani, and 
Samheed to the castle. He sniffed again and stiffened. “Firrre!” he 
shouted as he and the team soared eastward. “Dead ahead. See the 
smoke? It’s therrre.” He pointed a claw to the east. 

“Is it the castle?” Fifer asked, standing up in her hammock and 
hanging out over the edge. Seth and Crow peered over the edge from 
their knees next to her, and Kitten stayed in Crow’s pocket. Behind 
them was Talon with Kaylee. 

“It’s nearrr it,” said Simber, sounding unsure. He strained his eyes. 
“I can't tell quite yet.” 

“Oh, Thisbe,’ Fifer murmured, a terrible fear striking her. If 
Thisbe was in the dungeon and chained up, and if the castle was on 
fire, she'd die. Fifer would lose her—the most important person in 
her life. She couldn’t bear to think about it, but she couldn’t stop, 
either. That was a lot of ifs, and Fifer told herself to stay calm until 
they knew the truth about the situation. They all remained alert, 
trying to see where the smoke was coming from even though they 
knew Simber would be able to tell what was happening long before 
the others. 


They flew in a triangle formation, soaring over the treetops. On 
the road to their right were hundreds of people, more in blue 
uniforms now, marching toward the castle at a fast pace. A group of 
the kings green-uniformed soldiers who'd been fighting blue 
soldiers in the square chased after them. The people didn’t pay much 
attention to the flying group, and no one fired their weapons, so the 
Artiméans left the marchers alone too. They had more concerning 
things on their minds—like Thisbe and the fire and getting ahead of 
as many of these soldiers as possible. 

After many agonizing moments, they drew close enough to the 
castle to see Arabis and her shiny passenger, the Revinir, flying 
around the front of it. “It’s the drrrawbrrridge that’s burrrning,” 
Simber announced. “The Rrrevinirrr is therrre.” 

Fifer blew out a breath. It was a tiny bit of relief—at least it wasn’t 
the castle in full-on flames. Yet. 

“Why would she light the drawbridge on fire?” asked Carina. 
“Doesn't she want her soldiers to join her? They’re all still coming up 
the road.” 

“I don’t know,” replied Simber. “It doesn’t make sense. Perrrhaps 
she’s powerrrful enough without them now, and she wants to keep 
the king’s soldierrrs out.” 

“And the king inside?” mused Fifer. 

“Maybe,” said Simber. 

“What about Thisbe?” Seth asked. “How are we going to get past 
the Revinir? She’s going to see us trying to fly in.” 

“Maybe she'll be distracted by everything,” Fifer said, “and we can 


go in from the tower like Kitten did.” 


“That’s a lot of castle to get thrrrough,’ said Simber. “Besides, 
she'll see us no matterrr how we apprrroach. It’s a rrrisk, but 
enterrring thrrrough the rrregularrr way is the simplest. And it’s 
closest to the dungeon.” He hesitated. “I wish we could convince 
Arrrabis to help us.” 

“And Dev,” said Fifer. “Do you see him?” 

“The humans on the grrround arrre too farrr away forrr me to 
make out.” 

They continued flying in tense silence. The winds shifted and 
began to pick up from the east over the enormous gorge, causing the 
smoke to blow in their direction. When the forest ended, they began 
to angle toward the castle, flying over the rocky land that Fifer, Seth, 
and Thisbe had spent days trudging over with Dev. 

Then they circled around the fortress, hoping there was an off 
chance that the Revinir wouldn’t notice them. But that hope was 
soon dashed when Arabis rose and the old dragon-woman began 
shooting fiery spears of lightning from her mouth directly at them— 
the same kind that had killed Alex, only thicker. 

“Look out!” cried Seth, diving to the bottom of the hammock. 

Fifer ducked to avoid a spear, but it knocked out two of her birds, 
sending them in a free fall to the ground, dead. Fifer gasped. Carina, 
Samheed, Seth, and Lani all retaliated with a variety of spells, 
including several handfuls of heart attack components and lethal 
scatterclips. The components soared straight and true, pelting the 
dragon woman. But they all bounced off her. None of them seemed 
to affect her at all. 

“What?” cried Seth, trying another, and Fifer joined him. Again 


the components bounced off, doing nothing. For a panicky moment 


everyone feared the worst had happened again—that whoever was 
mage now had been killed. Quickly Lani glanced at her wheeled 
device. It was unchanged—still magically engaged. As an extra 
precaution she tested an origami fire-breathing dragon. It lit up as it 
should and soared around them. 

They all breathed a sigh of relief. The magic was still there—but 
there was something about the Revinir that repelled the effects. 

Unlike in Thisbe’s crypt when they’d last fired on her, the woman 
didn’t seem surprised that the magic wasn’t working on her. She 
laughed and sent another fiery spear at them. It slammed into 
Simber’s side, leaving a divot and throwing him off balance, nearly 
tossing his riders off, but they managed to hang on. Simber veered 
and righted himself as the others retreated out of range. 

“It’s the dragon scales, I bet,’ Lani said as she pulled herself 
solidly back onto Simber’s back. “She’s got so many now. She’s 
protected from our spells like a dragon would be.” She frowned. 
“That’s really not good for us at all.” The origami dragon she’d sent 
out circled and, not having any directive, came back to her. Lani 
caught it, then licked her fingers and doused the fire with a quick 
pinch of its mouth and made sure it was fully extinguished. 

“What’ll we do now?” asked Fifer, trying to direct her frightened 
birds after their scare. “We can’t get past her. Everybody, come 
together! We need to figure this out.” 

The smoke from the burning drawbridge was growing thicker, and 
they could see flames licking at the entrance to the castle. Those 
inside, especially on the back half of the castle, would likely stay safe 
if someone extinguished the fire. But the Artiméans could see castle 


workers gathering and looking out over the balconies high above the 


ground. Someone threw a bucket of water at the fire from a window, 
but it was too little to make a difference. 

As Simber, Talon, and the birds retreated down the hill and out of 
the Revinir’s range, the dragon-woman turned her attention back to 
the approaching army of people. Soldiers and townspeople 
supporting both sides intermingled in a jumbled mass, no one quite 
sure what to do. Fifer looked back at the road, noting in awe the 
hundreds, perhaps thousands of people ascending the hill to the 
castle. “The fire is growing,” Kaylee said worriedly. “We have to get 
to Thisbe before it’s too late.” 

Simber and Talon circled around, while Fifer commanded 
Shimmer and the rest of the birds to ride on the wind in place so they 
could all talk together. Fifer, who’d been thinking hard about what to 
do, cringed and spoke first, not sure if her idea was a wise one. “I 
know you won't like this, Simber, but I say we split up. Half of us stay 
here and watch for the Revinir to leave her post at the main entrance. 
The other half should sneak around to the back of the castle and try 
to get in that way. There’s got to be another way in, right? Like a 
servants’ entrance or an open balcony or something.” 

Simber growled. “You’rrre rrright, I don’t like it. But I think it’s 
ourrr only option.” 

“If there’s not a back opening,” Seth suggested, “we'll just have to 
go through the top of the castle after all.” 

“Mewmewmew,’ Kitten said, muffled, from inside Crow’s pocket. 

“T agrrree, Kitten,” said Simber. He looked at Fifer. “Kitten should 
be a parrrt of the firrrst team to go since she knows herrr way 
arrround that parrrt of the castle.” 


“Mewmewmew.” 


“Ah, okay. She says Talon and I arrre too larrrge to fit thrrrough 
some passageways, so we'll stay back and watch forrr a chance to get 
past the Rrrevinirrr.” Simber’s face was serious as he eyed the fire. It 
was his one natural enemy, but only if the flames grew hot enough. 
Red and orange flames like these he could survive. Blue and white? 
Not so much. “If we see an opening, we'rrre taking it.” 

“But how are we going to find Thisbe once we get to the 
dungeon?” Seth asked. “It’s a huge maze down there.” 

“At this point,” said Thatcher, “with everything that’s going on, it 
probably won't do any harm to send seek spells. We just have to hope 
the rest of the castle doesn’t catch on fire.” 

Several of them cast glances at the fortress. The flames were 
climbing up the actual doorway to the structure now. Would the 
Revinir put it out? Surely she wouldn’t want the whole castle to burn 
down if she was trying to take it over. 

“Who's on the first team?” asked Carina, looking at Fifer. 

Fifer’s eyes widened. “Um, I think the ones who've been there 
before should go, don’t you?” she asked. “Carina and Thatcher. And 
Seth and me. Simber knows the way to the dungeon, so if there’s an 
opportunity, he can take the lead with the group that stays on the 
ground.” 

“We can’t all fit in the hammock, though, can we?” asked Seth. 

“I can deliver one or two of you to whatever entrance you find,” 
said Talon, “and stay nearby until you either return or make it out 
some other way.” 

“Great—that works.” Fifer looked at Kaylee. “In that case, Kaylee 
should come with us too. She can help keep soldiers back.” She eyed 


those remaining. “Samheed, Lani, Crow: You stay out here and be 


ready to go in on Simber’s back the second the Revinir moves far 
enough away. Take down anybody in your path... except the black- 
eyed slaves, if you can help it. Stick to the nonlethal stuff on them.” 

They nodded, though Crow did so reluctantly. 

“Okay, let’s land and regroup,” said Fifer. 

Everyone landed so they could take their new places. Crow began 
searching the dirt for stones to load up his pockets for his slingshot 
while the rest of them reorganized and stood with their teams. 

“Are we ready?” asked Fifer. Her team nodded. 

“Please be carrreful,” said Simber. “I... I can’t bearrr to lose 
anotherrr of you.” 

“I know the feeling,” Fifer muttered. “We'll be careful. I promise.” 
She gave Simber a hug around the neck and a kiss on the jowl, then 
climbed back into the hammock with Seth and Carina. Thatcher and 
Kaylee went over to Talon, who picked them up and tested his wings 
with the heavier-than-usual load. 

“Are we too much for you?” asked Thatcher. 

“Not for a short distance,” Talon said. 

“We'll fly around back first to see if there’s an obvious entrance,” 
said Fifer, “but if we don’t see anything, we’re going straight to the 
top. We mustn't waste any time.” 

She emitted a sharp whistle, and the bird hammock rose and took 
to the sky. The bronze man followed closely behind. Simber stayed 
back with the others, his sharp eyes on the entrance to the castle and 
the scaly, fire-breathing woman who guarded it. They weren’t going 
to get past her without some sort of fight. And there was no 


guarantee they would all make it out alive. 





An Impossible Mission 


In the crater lake, looking back toward the volcano that was no 
longer there, Thisbe knew her kind of magic wasn’t any use in this 
situation. Sky and the raft were nowhere to be seen, swept down 
without her. And Thisbe could do nothing but tread water and panic. 
She could hardly catch her breath after her extensive swim away 
from the tug of the descending volcano. And she was still far from 
shore. “Sky!” she screamed when she could. “Sky!” She scanned the 
waves, which were still coming from the volcano’s turbulent plunge. 
But her efforts to spot her friend were fruitless. 

“Thisbe!” shouted Rohan from the shore. “What happened? Are 
you okay?” 

Thisbe didn’t have the strength to keep shouting. She waved, then 
took a few breaths and dove under again. She shot like a bullet 
through the water, everything muted. Oh dear Sky, she thought, like a 
little prayer. Please be okay. Please make it back to Artimé. She surfaced 
and flipped on her back and did the backstroke for a while. 

While she swam, she thought about what had just happened. She’d 
made a wild, reckless decision—she knew that. And it was one that 


might cause rippling disasters for years to come. Would they ever 


find Sky? But no—Thisbe couldn’t allow herself to think like that. If 
Sky wasn’t back in the land of the seven islands soon, shed be... 
somewhere else. Safe, no doubt. She had to be. 

“Ugh,” Thisbe said, and took a moment to cover her face and wipe 
the water from her eyes. “What have I done?” Guilt flooded her. 

But the ancestor broth and the Revinir’s call and the ensuing 
images, once a jumbled mess in Thisbe’s mind, were finally 
becoming clear. At least a few of them were. And the one that 
included Maiven Taveer’s name seemed like an obvious calling to 
stay here and rescue the woman, if nothing else. But Thisbe had a 
gnawing sense of obligation to figure out what the rest of the scenes 
meant. Perhaps she was even more important to this land because of 
the images in her mind. She was a link to the history of the black- 
eyed people and their rule with the dragons. If she left, the young 
black-eyed slaves would have to figure it out alone. 

And now she knew what one of the pictures meant, or she thought 
she did. The girl being taken away—was it Maiven Taveer, whose 
name was being shouted? Like Thisbe, Maiven was a crucial link. 
She didn’t know why or how. All she knew was that she had to get to 
Maiven before the old woman died in the castle. The stakes just got 
much higher now that smoke was coming from it. 

Finally Thisbe drew close enough to shore to reach the bottom. 
Rohan met her in the water and helped her slosh the rest of the way 
to dry land. When she could speak, she told Rohan what had 
happened with Sky. Then she pointed to the smoke, which was 
growing thicker now above the ridge. 

“How long will it take us to get to the castle?” she asked, still 
breathing hard. “It took you fifteen hours to walk it through the 


catacombs, right?” 

“Yes,” said Rohan, still trying to comprehend what they were 
doing. “But there are many twists and turns underground. It’s faster 
aboveground.” He hesitated, looking at the smoke. “But still a long 
time. Whatever it is that’s burning might be complete ash by the 
time we get there. And... it'll be dangerous for us in daylight.” 

“We have to try,” said Thisbe. “Let’s get our things and go.” 

She ran to the cave to grab whatever she could find—the 
harnesses and some dried fish were all that was worth taking with 
her. Rohan quickly buckled one of the sword belts around his waist. 
Thisbe considered taking the other sword but found it to be bulky 
and heavy—her magic was all the defense she needed. Perhaps she’d 
leave the sword here in case Sky came back and needed it. 

As Thisbe turned to leave, something charcoal colored on the 
floor of the cave caught her eye. She stopped to pick it up and saw it 
was the piece of slate that Sky had kept with her, a gift from Alex. It 
must have fallen out of her pocket when she was scrambling to pack 
up so they could go. 

“Now she’s got absolutely nothing,” Thisbe lamented. Her 
stomach hurt at the thought of Sky being swept through the volcano 
network without her. There was no way to communicate, which was 
the most upsetting part. But she knew that Sky wanted her to be 
strong. Shed ordered Thisbe to go back. Thats how Sky was— 
unselfish and brave. She wasn’t perfect. She had a stubborn streak, 
but that seemed to make her even more capable of survival on her 
own. And shed made it just fine here. “Please be okay,’ Thisbe 


whispered, tears springing to her eyes. 


Rohan came up behind her and knelt by the lake to take a long 
drink—they had no vessels for carrying more water with them. “Are 
you ready?” he asked. 

Thisbe nodded, and the two set out as quickly as they could along 
the lake to the steep path up the mountainside that would take them 


to the square. 
» » » 


By the time they neared the top, they could hear a commotion in the 
square, but they couldn’t see it yet. The ground had begun to vibrate. 
Screams and shouts rang out. Thisbe and Rohan exchanged a 
worried glance. What was happening? 

“It must be fighting,’ Rohan surmised. “War has broken out at 
last, and we’re heading into the middle of it. It isn’t going to be easy 
to get through this.” 

“Is there another way around?” 

“It would take days.” 

“Then we're going to have to go through the battle,” said Thisbe, 
tight lipped. This was important. She could feel it. “I know it sounds 
reckless, but I can’t explain why we need to do this. It’s like the 
images are leading the way, telling me the clue I need to go after. If 
that makes sense.” 

“I believe you,” Rohan assured her. “I’m not trying to talk you out 
of doing anything. I learned that lesson a long time ago. And I’m 
safer with you than without. Just because I have a sword doesn’t 
mean I know how to use it.” 

Thisbe smiled. “With any luck you won't have to.” She started 


climbing the few remaining feet to the top. “I'll see what things look 


like up there, and then we can decide our best route through this 
mess.” 

When she peered over the top and looked directly into 
Dragonsmarche, she grew puzzled. People were running, not 
fighting. And they were all running in the same direction, toward the 
castle. 

“They're running for their lives.” Thisbe glanced at Rohan, below 
her. “Pm not sure what’s going on, but I think it’s safe enough to run 
right along with everyone else. They seem preoccupied enough not 
to notice our eyes. Come on, let’s go.” 

Rohan nodded. Thisbe pulled herself up and reached behind to 
help Rohan clear the summit. Then down to the square they went, 
turning to look at what everyone was running away from. 

Both of them gasped. Just yards away was a silvery ghost dragon. 
Its giant clawed foot came down with an earth-shuddering stomp, 
and its bony tail slammed into the Dragonsmarche aquarium, 


smashing it to bits, sending the remaining sea monsters scattering. 





Rulers Reunited 


Thisbe screamed and pointed at the dragon. Sparks shot from her 
eyes and her fingertips. They bored deep into the ghost dragon’s side 
but didn’t seem to harm him. 

Rohan ran back up the hill and struggled to take out his sword. He 
held it with both hands and pointed it at the dragon, but was clearly 
no match for the frightening beast. There were more dragons on foot 
behind the first, all about to pass through the square. 

Several others flew overhead, their tattered wings somehow 
magically holding them up. One of them stopped and stared at the 
two. Thisbe felt her heart in her throat. Before she could attempt to 
fight off the beast with her magic, one of the images flashed through 
her mind. Silvery dragons marching to battle—just as they were lined 
up now. The vividness of that image was an identical match to this 
scene before her. The realization took her breath away. How could it 
be? She'd thought she'd been seeing the past. But this was happening 
now. 

She felt a surge of energy and stopped firing at the dragons. 
Something about them was positive, despite how scary they seemed. 
The dragon stooped low and picked up Thisbe, his huge claws 


encircling her torso like a series of belts. She screamed as he lifted 
her into the air to examine her—had her intuition been off? His 
grasp was firm but not too tight. It felt like she was enveloped in his 
pillowy, ethereal grip. Thisbe began to panic, and more sparks flew 
from her eyes, one of them going straight up the beast’s nostril. The 
dragon reared its head and snorted, blowing hot dragon mucus and 
smoke back at her. 

“Help!” she cried, swiping at a glob that landed on her face. “Stop! 
Put me down. I... I promise I won’t hurt you.” She realized how 
ridiculous that sounded. 

“I can’t be hurt,” retorted the dragon. He looked long and hard at 
the girl and then said more quietly, “Ah. I see you are one of us.” 

“Tm not a dragon!” Thisbe insisted, thinking the dragon must be 
stupid to think she was. “I only have a few scales. The Revinir—” 

“I mean you are a descendant of the black-eyed rulers,” said the 
dragon. “We are allies still, are we not? We've been in hiding for 
some time, and we're quite forgetful, but as far as I know that hasn’t 
changed.” 

“Well, yes,” Thisbe admitted, though it felt odd to say it. “I am.” 

The dragon set her on the hill. “My name is Gorgrun, and I am 
one of the leaders of the ghost dragons. I wasn’t sure if there were 
any humans like you left. Though Arabis spoke of them.” 

“Arabis? You know her?” Thisbe backed away quickly, glancing 
around for Rohan. She extended her hands toward the dragon, ready 
to fire spells whether they hurt the beast or not. But Gorgrun didn’t 
come after her again. 

Rohan sidestepped over and stood next to Thisbe. With shaking 


hands, he put down his sword. “These are the ghost dragons I was 


telling you about,” he said in awe. “Rulers of this land. I’ve studied 
them. My mother once told me they lived in the cavelands. Waiting.” 

“Waiting for what?” whispered Thisbe, looking sideways at 
Rohan. 

“Waiting for the reckoning,’ interrupted the dragon. “Waiting for 
the call, I suppose. I can’t remember.” 

“The call?” Thisbe exclaimed fearfully. “You mean the call from 
the Revinir? Are you drawn to her too? Is that why you're traveling 
this way? Because you’re compelled to follow when she roars?” 

The dragon seemed confused. “When she roars?” he asked. “No. It 
isn’t she who calls us. We’ve heard the Revinir’s roar, but she doesn’t 
control us. We heed the silent inner call of something greater. 
Something we've been waiting many years for.” 

“Something greater?” asked Thisbe, puzzled. She still didn’t know 
whether it was safe to trust these dragons or not, despite Rohan’s 
willingness to do so. 

“Oh, yes.” The dragon nodded thoughtfully. “I remember clearly 
now. We are heeding a different call. It’s something that’s coming 
from inside... you.” He looked sharply at Thisbe. 

Rohan did too. “What?” he whispered. 

“Me?” Thisbe blinked. “That’s ridiculous.” But almost as if she’d 
called it up, the image of the ghost dragons on the run flashed in her 
mind again, making the statement seem less crazy. 

It was still confusing. Could that image really have been a scene 
from the past if it had just been replicated before her eyes? Or had it 
somehow been an image... of the future? She was growing more 


puzzled than ever. 


“Yes, it’s you,” said Gorgrun with certainty. “The call is centered 
inside you.” 

“I don’t know how this could be happening,” said Thisbe. Perhaps 
the bone broths had had even more mysterious effects on Thisbe 
than she'd realized. Suddenly she turned sharply toward the castle 
and remembered the smoke, and Maiven Taveer and her desperate 
need. They were still many hours away on foot. 

She stared up at Gorgrun, fearful but also in awe, studying his 
ghostlike body. “I’m not sure what’s going on here,” she said to the 
dragon as an idea grew in her mind. “But if you’re responding to an 
inner call coming from me, and you're seeking to help in some way, 
Rohan and I could definitely use it.” She hesitated, then asked, “Can 
you possibly take us to the castle? We're in a bit of a hurry.” 





Chasing Fire 


What’s happening out here?” Thisbe asked Gorgrun from atop his 
back. His strange body was almost cloudlike to the touch, and she 
sank into it. It felt good to rest. Rohan sat beside her, eyes wide. 
While Thisbe had ridden on dragons before, this moment was surreal 
for Rohan. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined this scene. 
Hed rarely even seen a live dragon, much less gotten close enough to 
touch one. 

Despite the moth-eaten-like holes in his wings, Gorgrun took 
flight and soared just above the heads of all the people running for 
their lives. It seemed like the dragons barely noticed the disturbance 
they were creating, or perhaps they didn’t care. 

“Tam called Gorgrun,” said the dragon. 

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged a look. “We know,” Thisbe said. 
“You already told us.” 

“Ah yes. I forgot. As I may have mentioned—” 

“You're very forgetful,’ said Rohan. “Thats all right. We 
understand. You’ve lived a very long time.” 

“Indeed.” 


“My name is Thisbe Stowe,” said Thisbe. “This is my friend 
Rohan.” 

“Thank you,” said the dragon. “Thisbe. That sounds familiar.” 

“I can’t imagine why,” said Thisbe. They fell into silence and 
watched the world go by. As they passed the path into the forest that 
would take them to Alex’s grave, Thisbe glanced down it. A pang 
went through her. But they flew quickly past it. 

“Thisbe,” Gorgrun said again in a very deep voice, testing out the 
word, as if that might jog his memory. 

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged a glance. In better times they might 
have started laughing. 

Presently Gorgrun asked, “Do you know the orange dragon called 
Arabis? I haven’t seen her in some time.” 

“Yes, I do!” said Thisbe, sitting forward. “You mentioned her 
before too. She is a friend of the people in my land. Or, at least, she 
used to be, before she joined up with the Revinir. How do you know 
her?” 

Gorgrun didn’t appear to hear Thisbe. “Arabis the orange warned 
us of the Revinir’s recent actions and her plans to take over the land 
of the dragons. We ghost dragons have been waiting many years for 
this. When we felt your call, Thisbe, we knew it was time to fight. If 
we can restore the throne to Arabis and to you, we will have fulfilled 
our purpose, and we can go home to die.” 

“Whoa,” said Thisbe quietly to Rohan. “That’s a lot to take in.” To 
Gorgrun she said, “I’m not sure I’m the right person for that, but the 
black-eyed people of this land would definitely do a better job than 
the current rulers.” 

“And Arabis,” said Gorgrun. 


“Of course,’ said Thisbe tepidly. “But she’s being controlled by the 
Revinir at the moment.” 

Rohan leaned forward. “Yes, Gorgrun. Arabis is fighting for her 
now.” 

That didn’t seem to matter to the dragon. 

“I don’t fully understand why Arabis joined her,” Thisbe added. 
“But I can guess she is responding to the same urge I have whenever 
the Revinir roars. But Arabis doesn’t have the power of the ancestors 
to fight it like I have.” 

Again Gorgrun remained silent. His two riders glanced at each 
other and shrugged. 

“Perhaps I should drink the broth you gave me,” said Rohan. “So I 
can see the images too.” 

“Tm not sure it’s a good idea for both of us to be blinded by these 
images at the same time,” Thisbe pointed out. 

Rohan looked pained. “Good thought. We’d be useless together. I 
suppose I'll wait until youre gone. Though . . . I wouldn’t want to 
experience the effects alone. That could put me in danger. Hmm.” 

Thisbe glanced sidelong at him. “Since you haven’t taken in the 
dragon-bone broth,” she pointed out, “it might not affect you in the 
same way.” 

“I don't really want to risk finding out,” said Rohan. 

Thisbe held his gaze, and they shared a grin. Even in the most 
stressful times, the two of them seemed to find a way to calm each 
other. “There’s something weird about these images,” she said. Then 
she told him how she'd thought they were all part of the history of 
Grimere until the ghost dragon scene unfolded before her eyes. “I 


can’t tell if I’m seeing visions of the past or of the future.” 


It all seemed very puzzling to Rohan as well. “Time will tell, I 
suppose, he said. He pulled the bottle of broth from his pocket and 
studied it, but didn’t drink it. “Are the ancestors telling their stories? 
Or ours?” 

It was a mystery. 

The miles flew by, and soon the castle and the burning drawbridge 
were in sight, bringing to Thisbe’s mind another of the scenes. A 
stream of people stretched along the length of the road—thousands 
of them—and the rest of the ghost dragons rose into the air now to 
keep from trampling them. They all looked up in fright when the 
giant shadows passed over them. Many dove for cover in the forest 
until the dragons passed. No one on the ground seemed to notice the 
two humans riding along, as they were mostly hidden from the view 
of onlookers. 

“The smoke is getting thicker,’ said Rohan, sounding worried. 
“And the wind is picking up.” 

Thisbe knew that meant the fire could be growing worse. Were 
they too late? As they got closer, she sat up and strained to see what 
else was going on. “Is that Arabis?” she asked, pointing. “Right in 
front?” 

“I think so. I hope the smoke isn’t hurting her.” 

“Even though she’s working for the Revinir, I suppose we don’t 
want her to be hurt. She'll come back to our side eventually, won’t 
she? She has to.” After all Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth had sacrificed to 
free Arabis and her siblings, it was hard to imagine that they would 
turn on them permanently. 

“I don’t know,” said Rohan. “I’m not sure what has to happen to 


break the Revinir’s spell. Perhaps ... Perhaps she has to die for it to 


be broken.” 

Thisbe tapped on the ghost dragon’s back. “Excuse me, please, 
Gorgrun, but will you be attacking the Revinir? Is that what your 
mission is?” 

“Our mission is to serve your most pressing needs until the day 
comes when we are allowed to die.” 

“What if I need you to kill the Revinir?” 

Gorgrun was silent for a while. Then he said, “It is not for our 
generation to defeat this generation’s evil. We wish only to fulfill our 
duties until we are allowed to die. We can come to your aid, but we 
cannot defeat the ruler—that is something your people and the 
young dragons must do.” 

“Oh.” Thisbe nodded and was silent, thinking that through as they 
drew closer to the castle. “Well, that stinks.” The only young dragon 
here was Arabis, and she was against them. 

The two passengers watched the fire and smoke and urged 
Gorgrun to go faster if he could. “I hope the smoke isn’t getting 
inside the castle too much,” Thisbe said, concern growing by the 
minute for Maiven. “The prisoners don’t stand a chance chained in 
the dungeon.” 

“Tm worried too,” said Rohan. “For us. We have to go down there.” 

“You can stay back if you like,” said Thisbe. 

“Please,” Rohan said as if shed offended him. “And miss this 
excitement? Besides, I want to see inside this grand castle, which is 
supposed to belong to our people.” He looked down at his ragged 
clothing and gave a sharp, sarcastic laugh. It was too hard to imagine 


after the life hed been dealt. 


Finally the spectacular line of ghost dragons curved to the north 
of the castle. Thisbe strained, trying to get a better view of it that 
wasn’t obscured by smoke. “Look,” said Thisbe with an air of relief. 
She pointed. “It’s mostly the drawbridge that’s burning, though the 
entryway is scorched too. Not too much of the castle has caught yet. 
I think there’s hope.” 

“Is that the Revinir there with Arabis?” Rohan peered over 
Thisbe’s shoulder as the dragon tilted into the turn. Arabis moved to 
the air above the moat. 

“T saw a flash of light when she turned,” said Thisbe. Through the 
smoke she could make out the Revinir on Arabis’s back. “Yes, she’s 
there.” Thisbe leaned forward to speak to the dragon again. 
“Gorgrun, can your friends cause some commotion so you can drop 
us on the side of the castle without anyone noticing? I know a spot 
where we can sneak into the dungeon. There’s a window in the 
section where the dragons used to be kept.” 

The ancient dragon roared with pleasure, sending forth a blast of 
fire. He was clearly delighted with the suggestion after so many years 
of aimlessly roaming the cavelands. “Yes, of course,” said Gorgrun. 
He spoke to the others nearby, and they formed a plan. The other 
ghost dragons also seemed to be on the verge of celebration over the 
prospect of causing a ruckus. Thisbe wondered how long it had been 
for them since they'd ventured out of hiding and done anything 
dragonlike. 

“I dont know what we'd have done without you,’ Thisbe said. 
“Thank you. Will you help us escape again if we need you?” 

“If we remember,’ promised Gorgrun. “But if we forget and leave, 


you can just call us back. However you were doing it before.” 


“Tm not sure how I called you in the first place,” Thisbe admitted. 
The situation was a bit unsettling to Thisbe and Rohan, but it would 
have to suffice. 

They reached the castle. The other dragons began circling above 
the Revinir, too high for her lightning spears to reach them, not that 
it would matter if she fired at the ghostly beings. But she seemed 
excited to see them and tried to fly up and welcome them. They 
circled her and Arabis in random patterns, accidentally slamming 
into the castle and sending blocks flying or dipping too low to the 
ground and sending the troops of soldiers running for their lives. 

As they distracted the Revinir, Gorgrun went to the north side of 
the castle and dropped low, then touched down just long enough for 
Thisbe and Rohan to slide through a battered hole in his wing to the 
ground. 

With a silent wave, Thisbe and Rohan ran toward the castle. 
Gorgrun flew off to join the other ghost dragons in the commotion 
making. Scaring the green-uniformed soldiers sounded especially 


satisfying to him. 





The Quest For Maiven 


While Fifer and her team were flying around the back of the castle 
looking for an opening large enough for them to sneak into, and the 
silvery dragons were wreaking havoc with the Revinir and the 
soldiers near the front of the castle, Thisbe and Rohan set off for a 
particular dungeon window. It was in the dragon stables area, which 
Thisbe remembered having seen the last time she was down there, 
before she'd been captured and put ina cell. 

They soon reached it and peered through the pane, overlooking 
several soldiers who were glancing around uneasily as a layer of 
smoke hung at the ceiling above their heads. 

Thisbe silently removed the glass with a spell. Then she and 
Rohan crouched low and slid through the window. One after the 
other they dropped several feet to the floor below. Green-uniformed 
soldiers whirled around at the sound and charged at them, weapons 
drawn. 

But Thisbe was ready. Feeling her dragon scales standing up on 
her arms and legs, she fired sparks from her eyes and from her 


fingertips, taking down the first two with one move. A thin curl of 


smoke rose from her nostrils, unnoticed. “Stay behind me!” she told 
Rohan. 

Rohan pulled out his sword as Thisbe went after the next two 
soldiers, using her magic. 

She knocked them flat as well. By the time the third duo of 
soldiers came upon the scene and saw the others piled on the floor, 
they backpedaled, wide-eyed and fearful. Thisbe quickly sent glass 
spells behind them so they slammed backward into them, then she 
neatly boxed them into a small space with more glass walls. “We 
don’t need them running off and telling anyone we're here,” Thisbe 
muttered. 

“Good move, Thisbe,” said Rohan, relieved once again not to have 
to use the unfamiliar sword. He peered around her, seeing all the 
soldiers rendered motionless. Thisbe pressed forward, going past the 
five giant dragon stables. She could smell smoke. As they went past 
the wide ramp that led up to the entryway of the castle, they could 
hear some significant commotion happening. 

“The ghost dragons have come to destroy us!” cried one. 

“The fire’ll get us first!” someone else yelled. “We need water! 
Hurry!” 

A third shouted, “The Revinir is threatening to set the whole place 
ablaze if we don’t produce the king!” 

“Where is he? Who's got him?” called out the first. 

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged a glance. It sounded disastrous. Had 
they somehow lost the king in his own castle? Or did they just not 
know where he was or who was in charge of handling him? And were 


all these servants and soldiers trapped, unable to escape? 


“Unless they can swim across the moat, I think they’re all stuck 
here,’ Thisbe whispered. 

“How are we going to get out of here?” Rohan muttered, glancing 
back at the window that was too high for them to reach. 

“We'll worry about that later.” Thisbe continued past the ramp to 
the narrow dungeon corridor that led to the prisoner cells. The dank, 
musty smells immediately brought Thisbe back to when she'd been 
imprisoned here, chained to the wall and sitting in a small stream of 
cold water inside Maiven Taveer’s cell. Only now there was smoke as 
well. They crouched as they moved along. 

The walls of the corridor had large, distinct gouges carved along 
them that looked fresh—they were a lighter color than the rest of the 
grimy wall. Thisbe wondered what had caused them. She hadn't 
remembered it being like this the last time she was dragged down 
here. 

Thinking back, she knew for sure that Thatcher had escaped since 
she'd seen him on Simber’s back when they’d crashed into the glass 
and injured Fifer. But Carina hadn’t been there. Was she still 
imprisoned down here somewhere? Maybe that was how Alex had 
died—coming to save her. 

Thisbe frowned. The constant speculation about the people of 
Artimé and their whereabouts only made her upset. Aaron had sent 
her a seek spell ages ago, but even he hadn’t shown up or continued 
to send them. She’d been abandoned. There was no other way to see 
it. 

“Do you know where you're going?” asked Rohan, interrupting 
her thoughts. He followed close behind as they went past cell after 


cell. The prisoners were beginning to shout and call for help. 


Thisbe saw a guard far ahead coming toward them at a brisk pace. 
She shot the woman with sparks, knocking her flat, then answered, 
“Tm pretty sure I know the way. It’s a maze, though, and we've got a 
long way to go.” 

“The smoke is getting thicker,’ said Rohan. “The prisoners are 
realizing what’s happening outside with the fire. They’re starting to 
panic. Is there anything we can we do for them?” He stopped short of 
suggesting they should try to free them all. They both knew that 
would be impossible. 

“Once we get Maiven out, we'll try to help more of them,” Thisbe 
said. 

Just then a guard stepped out from a cell in front of Thisbe, his 
sword raised. He pressed the flat side against Thisbe’s chest and 
stopped her. Thisbe didn’t have time to react, and in a few swift 
moves, she and Rohan were side by side, backs against the wall anda 
blade at their throats. Rohan’s sword dropped to the floor. 

“Who are you?” the soldier demanded. “What are you doing down 
here?” 

“Were . . . were new servants,’ said Rohan, thinking fast. 
“Coming to tell you—all the soldiers, I mean—to flee. The castle is 
on fire! You need to get the other guards and escape now, before it’s 
too late!” 

Thisbe closed her eyes to hold back her sparks—if they could fool 
the guards rather than injure them, all the better. She still didn’t like 
hurting people if she didn’t have to. Though it was getting easier. 

The soldier seemed suspicious of the story, but there was no doubt 


that smoke was in the air, even if he couldn't see it in the poor 


lighting. “Why did they send you and not the other soldiers?” the 
man asked. 

“Because the other soldiers have already escaped and left you to 
die,’ said Rohan, his voice dead calm. “But we knew there had to be 
some of you down here. You should go tell the others. We’ll help you. 
The Revinir is taking over the castle. She’s burning everything.” 

The soldier seemed angry that his comrades had left him and the 
others who roamed the dark smelly passageways to die. He coughed 
from the smoke, then lowered his sword. “Cowards,” he said. “We 
have families too!” Thisbe and Rohan weren't sure if he was talking 
about them or the other soldiers, but it didn’t matter. The soldier 
turned and started running deeper into the dungeon, shouting at the 
other guards to get out, essentially clearing the way for Thisbe and 
Rohan to find Maiven faster. 

“That was really smart,” said Thisbe. 

“Thanks,” said Rohan, picking up his sword and following her. 

“I was about to strike him down.” Remembering what he’d said 
about having a family, Thisbe added, “I’m glad I didn’t have to.” She 
thought again about how it was getting easier to hurt people, and her 
mind flashed to the Revinir saying she was more evil than good. She 
frowned and pushed on. 

The soldier sped out of sight, though the two could still hear his 
voice ringing out for a few moments. But eventually that sound was 
drowned out by the hysterics of the other prisoners. 

Thisbe went faster. “Come on!” She felt a new burst of energy even 
as the smoke grew thicker. She looked out one of the high windows 
and saw flames. “We're directly below the castle entrance now.” As 


they twisted and turned, Thisbe began to fear she was getting 


horribly lost. But she kept her eye on the wall. “If we stay along this 
path, we can find our way back out because of this,’ she said, 
running her hand along the indent. When her fingertips touched the 
grooves, the image of the girl being taken away by soldiers flashed in 
front of her eyes. “Whoa,” she said, pulling her hand away. She 
explained to Rohan what had happened. “That was strange. I 
think ... I hope that means we're on the right track.” She put her 
hand back on the wall, but nothing happened until she started 
moving forward. Then the image flashed again. 

“We must be doing something right,’ Thisbe said, excitement 
growing. Perhaps all was not lost in this seemingly impossible quest. 
But the air quality was getting worse. 

Rohan was bending down farther now to keep his head out of the 
smoke. Thisbe did too, and they ran as fast as they could down the 
passageway. Every few moments Thisbe touched the wall to confirm 
they were still making progress. 

Soon they came to an area where the smoke was significantly 
thicker. Thisbe looked around, trying to figure out where it was 
coming from, and saw that one of the windows near them, at the 
ceiling, was missing its glass. Smoke poured in through it. 

“That’s the window I broke,” Thisbe said, her eyes stinging. She 
pulled her shirt up to her face to cover it. “Were getting close.” She 
cast a glass spell in front of the window to seal it, hoping to slow the 
smoke’s progress, and continued. 

When the grooves on the wall stopped, so did Thisbe. She peered 
into the cell across from the grooves’ end. Could the grooves possibly 


lead her directly to the woman she sought? 


“Maiven?” she called. She darted inside, but the chains hung loose 
on the walls. The cell was empty. “Maiven!” she yelled at the top of 
her voice. Her throat was aching, and she started coughing. Where 
was Maiven? Had the ancestor broth led her on a wild-goose chase? 
Why wasn’t she here? She turned to Rohan, a heartbreaking look on 
her face, but he wasn’t behind her. He’d vanished. 

“Rohan!” Thisbe yelled. “Where are you?” Coughing, she ran back 
into the hallway and saw him sprawled on the floor in front of the 
next cell. He wasn’t moving. 

Thisbe ran to Rohan and knelt next to him. His eyes were closed. 
Before she could gather her wits and figure out how to revive him 
and get him out of here, she heard the faintest of cries somehow 


ascending all the others. “Thisbe Stowe! Is it you? I’m here!” 





FiFer Connects 


Finally, after scouring every curve and corner of every floor in the 
massive castle’s exterior, Fifer and her team, made up of Seth, 
Carina, Thatcher, and Kaylee, found a safe way in through a set of 
balcony doors on an upper floor. Talon and the birds took off, vowing 
to stay in close range despite the ghost dragons circling the place. 

Fifer knew there was no time to look around and marvel at the 
richness of the decor. “Downstairs!” she shouted. They ran for the 
nearest staircase and wound themselves down. As they did so, palace 
servants and soldiers tried to stop them. But Fifer and the others 
were prepared. They fired off rounds of scatterclips, sending the 
palace workers flying through the air and stacking up until they hit a 
wall, leaving them dangling. 

The smoke wasn’t bad here at the back of the castle. But as they 
reached the main floor and had to run toward the grand entryway, it 
thickened noticeably. People down here were running around in a 
panic, frightened and unable to go out the main entrance because of 
the flames and the smoke pouring in. Shanti’s twin white tigers, 


adorned with jewels, tugged restlessly at their chains. 


“There’s no escape this way!” some of the panicked workers and 
soldiers cried out. “Up to the ballroom,” shouted someone else. “The 
air is clear up there!” They dashed up the staircase that Fifer and the 
others had just come down. 

“This way!” Fifer said, with Seth right behind. She led the team 
across the vast, open main floor, giving the tigers a wide berth and 
dodging those who were fleeing. They dashed toward the familiar 
sloped hallway that led to the dungeon. 

Behind them shouts rose up. “The king!” screamed someone. 
“Help! The Revinir’s soldiers are coming to capture him!” 

Fifer turned wildly and saw the disheveled king, robes flying as he 
raced up the stairs with the others, trying to get away from a dozen 
blue-uniformed soldiers who had somehow just entered the palace. 
She saw a flash of orange. 

“It’s the black-eyed slaves!” Fifer said, holding everyone back until 
the young soldiers passed. “Arabis must have brought them across 
the moat.” 

“And they've got dragon properties,” said Seth as they dodged the 
soldiers and headed down the wide, sloping hallway. “I wonder if the 
fire and smoke doesn’t get to them like it would for us.” 

“Tm just glad the king caused a distraction for us. Let’s go!” 

They curved down and around and reached the bottom of the 
ramp, near where the dragons had been captive. “This . . . brings 
back . .. the most terrible memories,” said Seth between gasps for 
air. The smoke wasn’t as bad down here as it was at the entrance, but 
it was thickening. 

Kaylee spied a pump that had provided water for the dragons and 


prisoners. “Douse yourselves, everyone,” she said. “In case we have to 


go near flames.” 

“And cover your faces,’ said Thatcher. They quickly splashed 
water on their hair and clothing to keep it from burning, then pulled 
their shirts up to protect their noses and mouths. 

As they did so, Fifer turned to Carina and Thatcher. “Any ideas?” 

“I think we just go in and start calling for her,” said Thatcher. 

Carina nodded. “Many of the empty cells are closer to the heart of 
the dungeon, so that’s probably where they put new people. That’s 
where they put us, and Thisbe was right next door.” 

Fifer nodded. “So it makes sense to head in the way you came out 
last time?” 

Carina nodded. 

“Lead the way,” said Fifer. 

Carina and Thatcher rounded the corner to the dungeon hallway 
and came to an abrupt stop. Fifer, Seth, and Kaylee slammed into 
them. In front of them was a line of prison guards running straight 
for them. 

“Look out!” said Thatcher. He and Carina shoved the others out of 
the way, and they took cover, ready to send off a multitude of spell 
components as the guards reached them, but Carina held up her 
hand to stop them. “They’re escaping. We don’t need to hurt anyone.” 

Fifer nodded, happy that Carina had made the call and hadn’t 
looked to her to decide. It was a relief not having to make such quick 
decisions for once. 

Soon the guards were rushing up the ramp, leaving the Artiméans 
free to enter the dungeon unhindered. Except, of course, by the 
threat of a raging fire creeping ever closer, just outside the prison 


cell walls. 





Too Little, Too Late 


seek spell flew straight to Thisbe, but she didn’t see it in the smoke 
and panic of the moment. She turned sharply. “Maiven Taveer!” 
Thisbe’s voice rasped as the spell exploded behind her. She left 
Rohan’s side and rushed into the hallway and listened, hearing the 
woman calling again. Seeing a figure in the smoky shadows of the 
cell next door, she went in. “You’re here! Are you okay?” She peered 
at the woman. 

Maiven was holding her tattered shirt over her face, and Thisbe 
could see that it was dripping water. The woman nodded, then 
pointed to Rohan’s still figure, barely visible in the hallway. “Is that 
your friend?” she asked, her voice muffled by the fabric. 

“Yes! The smoke was too much for him. What should I do?” 

“Is he breathing?” said Maiven. 

“Yes. Thank the gods.” 

“Good.” Maiven mimicked dipping her shirt into the water that 
ran along the floor. “Roll around on the floor,” she said, pulling the 
cloth off her face. “Take his shirt off and rip it into strips, then wet 


them and tie one around your face. Do the same for him and drag 


him in here. Lay him down so that his nose and mouth are near the 
opening at the floor where the water runs through.” 

Thisbe did what Maiven said, pulling Rohan inside the cell and 
facing him toward the opening at the spot where the floor met the 
wall. Then she crawled over to Maiven and examined the iron 
shackles around her wrists and ankles. 

“Oh no.” Her heart pounded—in their hurry to get here, she 
hadn't thought about how she was going to free Maiven. “I’m going 
to try my magic to break these, okay? Don’t be afraid if you see 
sparks.” 

“Tm not afraid, child,” said Maiven. 

Thisbe stood back as far as she could so that shed have the best 
chance of accuracy. Then she pointed at the top of the chains where 
they hooked into the wall and thought about how much she hated 
the Revinir. Her blood began to boil, and a wisp of smoke trickled 
from her nose, though, again, it was hard to tell that from the rest of 
the smoke in the area. Sparks shot out from her fingers and eyes. 
They slammed into the metal and ricocheted off. One of them hit 
Thisbe in the cheek before she could duck, leaving a blistering burn. 
She swore under her breath. She lifted her wet cloth to cool it as she 
ran over to the chains, expecting them to have split. But they 
remained intact. 

Panic welled up. She tried again, shielding her face this time, with 
similar results. Thisbe hadn’t planned for this problem—her sparks 
were powerful enough to kill a person. Why couldn’t they break these 
old chains? 

She tried a third time with no success. As the smoke descended, 


she was forced to stay low, and she utilized her breathing techniques 


to hold her breath for as long as possible. “It’s not working,” Thisbe 
said, panicked. Images flashed before her. A castle on fire. Rogue 
bandits sneaking in. And the girl being taken away, chained to the 
ship’s deck. Someone screaming Maiven’s name. “I don’t know what 
to do.” 

“Go, Thisbe,” said Maiven. “Get out of here. You must! Save your 
friend if you can.” 

“I won't go!” said Thisbe, dropping to all fours and coughing for 
several seconds. “I can’t. I’m supposed to be here. I have to save you! 
I can’t explain it now. I just...” She wiped her eyes and looked 
around anxiously, and then remembered the guards. “I’m going to go 
find keys! I'll be back.” She hurried out of the cell on her hands and 
knees, the wet strip of Rohan’s shirt tied around her face. 

She crawled through the dungeon. The screams and shouts from 
the prisoners inside were growing fainter, and the coughing was 
increasing. Some of them were bound to be unconscious soon. 
Thisbe cringed, heartsick, knowing what they were going through 
but helpless to do anything. And the thought of Rohan unconscious 
—she had to get him out of here. But the images that flashed before 
her eyes were spurring her on. She could hardly control her actions. 

Soon her hands and knees were sore and bloody, and she hadn't 
yet found a single soldier—they’d all escaped by now, no doubt. She 
didn’t know what she was going to do, besides go all the way back to 
where she'd encased some of them in glass. Hopefully those spells 
hadn’t worn off. 

The farther she went, the more smoke there was. Heat filled the 
dungeon. Surely by now the grand castle entryway above her was in 
flames too. This couldn't all be coming from the drawbridge. Why 


the Revinir would burn up this incredible structure and everyone in 
it was beyond Thisbe’s comprehension of evil—and it seemed like 
such a waste, too. And now she was beginning to doubt if she was 
going to make it out alive, much less Rohan and Maiven Taveer. 

Finding no one, Thisbe finally gave up and turned back toward the 
cell, desperate, deciding to try her magic one more time. There was 
no other way to succeed. She’d just have to try harder. If she didn’t, 
they’d all die. 

Her mind was fuzzy with lack of oxygen. Coughing and choking, 
she crawled as fast as she could, ignoring the pain from her shredded 
knees. When she finally neared the cell, she heard a commotion. 
People running. Her heart leaped—had some of the guards come 
back to help the prisoners? Thisbe scrambled to her feet and started 
running, staying low. Her throat ached, and she couldnt stop 
coughing. She held her fingers pointed in front of her, ready to take 
down a guard and steal their keys if necessary. 

Her eyesight dimmed, and she dropped to her hands and knees 
again. Then she saw the silhouettes of several people through the 
haze. She crept toward them, waving smoke away and trying to get 
their attention before she passed out. “Help,” she whispered. Her 
lungs and throat burned, and she began to regret everything she'd 
done over the past several hours—leaving Sky and coming here, 
running into a burning castle. It had been a series of grave mistakes, 
and now Rohan’s life was on the line as well as her own. 

Her limbs grew weak, and she stopped to cough, placing her 
cheek on the stone floor for the best chance of a clean breath of air. 
As she did so, the Revinir’s mighty roar could be heard echoing 


through the dungeon. On cue the series of images pummeled Thisbe, 


beginning to paralyze her. She felt like she was melting into the 
floor. Her life was slipping away. 

But through some incredible unknown force, the image of the girl 
urged her onward. Blindly she continued, trying to feel the edges of 
the passageway with numb fingers. She could no longer afford to 
expend a single breath begging for help, and no one could hear her 
anyway. She just continued, hoping the soldiers would still be there 
when she arrived. Hoping they'd at least save Maiven and Rohan, if 
not her. 

As the temperature rose, she could hear windows exploding all 
around her, one after another, and after a few moments, a hint of a 
breeze swept over her, but it wasn’t enough. When at last she 
reached Maiven’s cell, she collapsed in the doorway at the feet of one 
of the soldiers, knocking into him. 

Thisbe’s eyes closed, and she thought about how Alex had died, 
and now she was dying too. Poor Fifer would lose her twin like 
Aaron had lost his. It was a travesty. As she grew faint, she didn’t 
notice that the soldier she’d fallen upon wasn’t wearing a uniform or 
combat boots. This soldier wore the handcrafted shoes of an 
Artiméan mage. The exact shoes that Thisbe was wearing. In the 
exact size. “Fifer.” She groaned. “I’m sorry.” 

The groan reverberated through Thisbe’s twin. It felt like a jolt of 
energy. Like a connection stronger than anything Fifer had ever felt 
before. She turned to see the outline of the crumpled girl through the 
thickening smoke. “It’s Thisbe!” Fifer cried, dropping to the floor. 
“Thisbe!” Fifer screamed. “Wake up!” 

Delirious, imagining she was dreaming that Fifer was really there, 
Thisbe coughed and pleaded, “Save ... Rohan.” It was the very best 


she could do. 

In the whirling of Thisbe’s fading consciousness, she thought 
could hear Carina’s voice. “Dissipate,” the woman said. Four times 
she said it. 


Maiven Taveer was free. 





Captive in the Smoke 


let’s get her out of here!” Fifer cried. How much longer would Thisbe 
survive the smoke? She and Seth each hooked Thisbe under the arms 
and dragged her into the passageway. 
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“Magic carpet!” said Seth. He pulled out a magic carpet 
component, and Fifer did the same. They both cast the spells, and 
Seth helped Fifer lift Thisbe onto one of the carpets. Fifer got on it 
with her and commanded it to stay low and go. Seth got on the other 
and followed. 

Behind them, Thatcher hoisted Rohan up over his shoulder, and 
Kaylee and Carina carried Maiven Taveer into the passageway. They 
did as the others had done, saving their breath and using the magic 
carpet spells for as long as they would carry them. When the spells 
eventually ran out and everyone coasted to the floor, they cast more 
and did it again, all the way out to the area where the dragon stables 
had been. 

The place was deserted. The glass cages Thisbe had cast on her 
way in had faded, and the four soldiers were gone as well. The smoke 
was less intense here, but still lethal. “Where now?” Seth asked Fifer, 


lowering his shirt to speak. 


“Up the ramp. Hurry!” said Fifer, heading that way with Thisbe, 
who was still unconscious. 

“But the entry is on fire!” said Seth. “We can’t get out that way.” 

“We'll keep going up then, to where we came in.” 

“T only have a couple of magic carpet spells left. Do you want to 
call the birds in to help?” 

“Not yet. I’m worried they'll die in here with their tiny lungs. They 
can’t hold their breath like we can.” Fifer coughed violently and 
readjusted her shirt to cover her face better. 

Seth nodded and lifted his shirt over his face too. He followed 
Fifer, glancing behind him and seeing that Thatcher was coming 
with the strange boy. Seth pointed out their route up the stairs, and 
Thatcher signaled back that he understood. Fresh air was crucial— 
they could always get help down to the ground from Talon and the 
birds if they ran out of components. 

On the magic carpets they zipped quickly through the castle, Fifer 
leading them back the way they'd come. The smoke was noticeably 
less heavy the farther toward the back of the castle they went. 

Another loud roar came from the Revinir outside, shaking all the 
chandeliers and making them rattle. Thisbe shuddered and 
convulsed, never opening her eyes. 

Fifer worried over her sister as she navigated their way to the 
balcony exit. Thisbe was moving—did that mean she was breathing? 
It was hard for Fifer to keep an eye on her when they were dodging 
people and furniture and other castle-y things. Then the magic 
carpet they were riding on began to fade—it would be gone soon. 


“Let’s stop for a minute!” she called back to the others. 


They glided into a huge sitting room with high ceilings and only a 
little smoke, and ignored the dozens of servants and soldiers who 
had found temporary respite there as well. If the fire didn’t get put 
out, these people would be stuck far above the ground with no way to 
escape except to continue upstairs to the ballroom and hope for the 
best from there ... or succumb to the smoke. Seth immediately went 
to one of the vast windows and whispered a few words, and the glass 
disappeared, letting in a huge blast of air. 

The palace workers eyed him warily but were grateful for the fresh 
breeze. Some of them looked out the window, judging the distance to 
the moat below, and moved away again. It was too far. 

Fifer’s carpet vanished. She pulled Thisbe to a lying position on 
the floor and tried resuscitating her, like Henry had taught them. 
Thatcher arrived with Rohan, and Carina and Kaylee came with 
Maiven, who hadn’t lost consciousness. Carina helped Fifer, and 
Kaylee worked on Rohan while Thatcher dashed up the stairs alone 
without explanation. 

Soon Thisbe was coughing and breathing better. Finally she 
opened her eyes and blinked a few times. She was disoriented, and 
she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Seth and Fifer? Were these 
new scenes from the ancestor broth, only of familiar people this 
time? Or were they real? She reached out to Fifer and touched her 
cheek. “Fifer!” she croaked. “Seth!” Tears soothed her burning eyes. 
She struggled to sit up. 

“Shh,” said Fifer, hugging her tight and starting to cry. “Don’t try 
to speak.” 

“But—” She coughed harshly, then tried again. “Where’s Rohan? 


And Maiven?” 


“We've got them,” said Seth. He pointed to the unconscious boy 
and the elderly woman. “That’s who you mean, right?” 

Thisbe had never seen Maiven in the light before. She was hardly 
able to take it all in, but she felt fear welling up inside her when her 
eyes landed on her friend. “Is Rohan okay?” 

“He will be,” Seth assured her. “Kaylee’s working on him.” 

Overwhelmed, Thisbe nodded and sank against the wall in relief. 
Fifer pulled her canteen out of her rucksack and handed it to her 
twin. Thisbe drank greedily. 

A few moments later Rohan was awake too, and Maiven, who'd 
survived an entire lifetime in the damp dungeon, was gingerly sitting 
up, giving the others their first real look at the old woman. 

Her hair was starkly white, and she wore it in a loose, tangled 
braid. Her face was light brown with a gray tinge and bore a few 
deep wrinkles. Thisbe caught her eye and smiled, feeling suddenly 
self-conscious to see Maiven so clearly. The woman, squinting from 
the brightness, smiled back and nodded once, studying the girl as 
thoroughly as Thisbe was studying her. They would have time to talk 
later. Now they needed to get out of here alive. 

Thatcher returned to the group, out of breath. 

“Are we ready?” asked Seth, glancing around anxiously. A few 
soldiers recovering nearby continued watching them suspiciously. 
“These people aren't exactly our friends, you know. I don’t want 
anybody trying to stop us. I think that guy recognizes us.” 

“Yeah,” said Fifer, “but we saved the king once, remember? I think 
that’s why they’re not sure what to do.” She glanced at the window. 
“Should we try to summon Talon and the birds to the open window 


or go up to the ballroom?” 


Thatcher shook his head. “Too many people in here and not 
enough room for the birds to get in and out with the hammock. 
While you were resuscitating these two, I ran up to the ballroom. 
Unfortunately, it’s packed up there as well. Soldiers and servants 
everywhere. They've gathered by the balcony to get some fresh air 
and hope for rescue. But the ghost dragons are circling and 
breathing fire and bumping up against the castle. They keep diving 
at the people on the balcony and scaring them back inside. It’s pretty 
chaotic.” Just then the castle shook. Thisbe cringed, but the roar 
didn’t come. The movement stopped. 

“Let’s get to the towers, then,” said Carina. “Kitten can guide us. 
We'll have Fifer call the birds once we’re up there, and she can send 
some of them to alert Talon to where we are.” 

“Birds?” croaked Thisbe in alarm. “What birds?” 

Carina glanced over and saw Thisbe attempting to get up. She 
went quickly over to her and hugged the girl tightly. “I’m so glad 
you're okay. How are you, precious girl?” 

Thisbe felt terrible physically, but she was thrilled to be alive. “I’m 


bj 


really glad to see you,’ she said. Her eyes burned with more tears. 
“You... came for me. After all.” 

Before anyone could explain anything, shouts rang out in the 
hallways leading to the sitting room. Everyone turned to see a line of 
the Revinir’s glazed-eyed young soldiers marching in, carrying 
weapons and breathing smoke. The Artiméans whirled around, 
prepared to escape or fight. Then Fifer, Seth, Rohan, and Thisbe all 
gasped at the same time. The last soldier in the lineup was Dev. 

Thisbe’s scales rose on her arms and legs, and her stomach flipped 


in shock and fear. What is he doing wearing a blue uniform? Working for 


the Revinir? “Dev,” she said weakly. She and Dev had been through so 
much together. She thought she’d finally understood him, at least a 
little. But the last thing Thisbe and Rohan had heard was that he’d 
escaped. This was so confusing! And the others with him—all black- 
eyed slaves that had been working in the catacombs with her. They 
didn’t seem to recognize her or Rohan. She called out louder: “Dev!” 

He turned sharply, but the dull look in his gaze remained. His lips 
parted as if he were trying to come up with a response, but then he 
closed them again and stared blankly away. 

“The broth,” Thisbe muttered. She could guess what was going on. 
The Revinir had gotten control of them like she’d gotten control of 
Arabis. Like she was trying to do with Thisbe. 

Then came another roar, frightfully close and incredibly more 
powerful than before. Where was the Revinir? Clearly she was 
nearby and coming this way. Thisbe clutched her ears and dropped 
to the floor, letting out a bloodcurdling scream as the images took 


over all of her sensibilities. 





A Race to the Top 


Thisbe, blinded by the images and still affected by the smoke, 
struggled to find her voice before it was too late. “Dev, what are you 
doing? Come with us! Don’t listen to her!” She writhed, hands still 
covering her ears as if to drown out the call of the Revinir. She 
struggled to get up. All the black-eyed slaves turned sharply to go 
toward the roar. 

“What’s happening to Thisbe?” asked Fifer, rushing to her sister’s 
aid. 

Kaylee lifted her sword, and Carina and Thatcher drew 
components from their vests, ready to blast the Revinir if she 
appeared—or anyone who threatened them. 

Rohan struggled to get up and went to Thisbe too. “She’s affected 
by the Revinir’s roar, like Arabis and Dev. And like these other black- 
eyed slaves, apparently, based on their reactions.” He helped Fifer get 
Thisbe to her feet and draped one of her arms over his shoulder. 
“Unlike the others, though, Thisbe has another element fighting it 
off. It leaves her blinded and unable to move, but she'll be all right in 
a little while. Let’s get out of here before the Revinir shows up and 


does something worse.” 


As if heeding some unheard command, the Revinir’s soldiers 
turned sharply and lifted their swords, coming at the rescue party. 
Kaylee charged and began fighting them off. 

The soldiers roared and breathed fire, forcing Kaylee back and 
igniting the curtains. Carina, Seth, and Thatcher all fired freeze 
spells, stopping the first two soldiers in their tracks. A few of the 
servants rushed to put the fire out. 

“Go!” shouted Kaylee to Fifer as Thatcher fired another freeze 
spell. The king’s remaining servants and green-uniformed soldiers 
took Kaylee’s command as an excuse to escape as well and scattered. 

Fifer slipped Thisbe’s other arm over her shoulders. Thatcher 
paused in his attack and fished Kitten out of his pocket, tossing her 
to Fifer. Kitten mewed and pointed the way to their escape. 

“Come on, everybody,” Fifer said in a low voice. “Follow me.” She 
and Rohan started toward the exit carrying Thisbe. Thatcher, Carina, 
Seth, and Kaylee held off the Revinir’s black-eyed soldiers; then two 
of them helped Maiven to her feet. 

Just then another roar shook the room, making Thisbe twist and 
cry out. Before the Artiméans and their friends could escape, the 
Revinir thundered into the room, blocking the exit. Only she was no 
longer the scaly human Revinir that Thisbe and Rohan had come to 
know so well. The woman had grown twice her size. Her body shape 
had changed too and looked more dragonlike, though she retained 
her human arms and legs instead of taking on dragon ones. The two 
bumps on her back stood out prominently. As they all stood 
watching, the Revinir cried out sharply in pain, and fire shot from 


her mouth. The bumps on her back exploded into dragon wings. 


Everyone gasped as the wings unfurled. The Revinir groaned 
again in pain, then turned her head sharply to see them. 

“What’s she doing?” cried Seth. 

“She’s finally taken in so much dragon-bone broth that she’s 
transformed into a dragon,” Rohan said, horrified. “Shes a...a 
monster!” 

Thatcher urged the group to change course and continue out a 
side door. But the Revinir, looking around the room, saw the flurry of 
bodies sneaking away. 

She almost didn’t recognize them at first. 

And then she did. 

A slow smile spread across her face, revealing sharp dragon teeth. 
“Stop!” she yelled. 

Fifer turned. Her heart pounded, and her eyes widened even more. 
Hatred welled up in her throat. The Revinir was . . . inexplicable. 
And she, this horrible monster, had killed Alex. 

With a surge of anger, Fifer slipped out from under Thisbe’s arm, 
leaving Rohan to support her. She pulled components from her vest 
and shouted, “Attack!” She whipped a handful of heart attack spells 
at the dragon-woman. Thatcher whirled around and followed with a 
lethal scatterclip, yelling, “Die a thousand deaths!” Carina and Seth 
followed with more of the same. Kaylee darted out of the way of the 
spells, swinging and slamming her sword into anyone in her way. 
Then, before the Revinir could come after them, she ran to Maiven. 
Together they went to the front of the group, near Rohan and Thisbe. 

“Lets move,” Kaylee shouted. “Stay close.” She turned to Rohan. 


“Have you got Thisbe all right?” 


Rohan nodded. The boy scooped up Thisbe, who was still blinded 
by the images and barely able to move, and limped after Kaylee and 
Maiven to the narrow staircase that would lead them up to the turret. 
Sword drawn, Kaylee sent Rohan up first and followed with Maiven 
to protect them. 

The others kept fighting. Like before, the spell components 
bounced off the Revinir as if they were toys. She was somehow 
protected from everything they flung at her. But the spell casters 
weren't giving up. 

The Revinir was furious to see the Artiméans. She turned to her 
slave soldiers, some of whom were frozen. “Go, you idiots!” the 
dragon-woman yelled. “Attack them!” 

“Fire away!” commanded Fifer in a low voice to her remaining 
team. She and the others sent one last round of freeze spells and ran 
for the exit. The team pounded up the winding steps as fast as their 
tired legs could carry them. Their lungs still burned with smoke. 

The Revinir’s unfrozen soldiers clattered after them. But in their 
dazed state, they could move only so fast. Back in the ballroom, some 
of the original spells wore off the soldiers. They followed the others. 

After a few minutes Fifer’s team caught up with Rohan and Kaylee 
and the ones they carried. “Faster!” Fifer urged, trying to help. 

Around and up the spiral staircase the rescue team went. Fifer and 
Seth bounded past the others and helped with Thisbe and Maiven. 
Carina, Samheed, and Lani sent more nonlethal spells over the 
railings, trying to slow down the slaves without hurting them and 
stop the Revinir from making her way up. 

By the time the Artiméans neared the top, it was clear the Revinir 


was still figuring out how to maneuver her new dragon body, for she 


was far behind her first group of soldiers. Finally Fifer reached the 
threshold and found a set of door handles. She opened one and burst 
outside through the doorway, finding herself in a large open area at 
the top of the tallest tower. She moved out of the way so the others 
could get out as well and, when she caught her breath, whistled 
sharply for her birds. 

Seth followed and looked all around, then placed his hands at the 
sides of his mouth and yelled. “Talon! Talon! Up here!” 

The bronze man, who'd been flying around the castle waiting to be 
summoned, started toward them immediately. The rest of the party 
limped and crawled through the door of the tower and spread out, 
exhausted. Kaylee stayed near the doors to fight off any pursuers at 
the top of the stairs. Then, when the coast was clear, she slammed 
the door shut. She slid her blade through the door handles to keep 
the Revinir’s slaves from opening them. The doors bulged and shouts 
rang out, but the lock held. Everybody breathed a sigh of relief. They 
were almost free. 

Talon swooped in and landed. Quickly he assessed the group, his 
eyes widening triumphantly at the sight of Thisbe. But he didn’t 
waste time asking questions. He pointed to her and Maiven. 
“Quickly. You two should come with me. All right, Fifer? You take 
two others with the birds, and I’ll signal Simber to come fetch the 
last load.” 

“Yes, that’s perfect,” said Fifer. “Thank you.” She gave Thisbe a 
quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m so glad we found you.” 

“Me too,” said Thisbe, feeling better now that she could see again 


after the last roar, but of course her fear of heights flared up in its 


place. She glanced at Rohan, worried about leaving him, but he urged 
her onward. 

“TIl take the next, um, vehicle,” he said with a half grin. 

“Don't be afraid,’ Thisbe told him, though she cringed just 
looking out over the ground far below. At least she wasn’t being 
flown around by that flock of birds Fifer was calling for—what was 
that all about, anyway? Talon secured her and Maiven under his arms 
for the flight to the meeting place across from the castle, where 
Simber’s team waited. 

The birds arrived shortly after with the hammock. They took 
Carina, Fifer, and Rohan. Soon only Thatcher, Seth, and Kaylee 
remained in the tower to hold off the pursuers and wait for Simber. 

As they waited, they watched the ghost dragons. Some, on the 
ground outside the moat, chased after groups of soldiers, their heavy 
steps making the castle tremble. Others flew around the castle, 
peering into windows. Giant nostrils flaring, they sniffed for the 
Revinir and scared the people inside half to death. One flew near to 
see who the people in the tower were. Seth, Thatcher, and Kaylee 
pressed their backs against the tower wall, fearing for their lives. The 
enormous dragon switched its tail, hitting a nearby turret and taking 
down part of its ramparts. Stone blocks rained down on the soldiers 
below. Sharp cries rose from those on the ground. A second ghost 
dragon approached. 
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“We're going to die!” Seth whispered harshly. 


“Just stay still,” said Thatcher. “It’s not after us. I don’t think so, 
anyway.” 
Kaylee eyed her sword, still in the door. It wouldn’t be much use 


against a dragon, but she felt vulnerable without it. “The other 


soldiers you froze will have awakened by now,” she said. “If they 
show up before Simber gets here we're in trouble.” 

Luckily another roar from the Revinir distracted the dragons. 
They turned sharply and darted around the tower, then dove toward 
the ground. Seth let out a sigh of relief. 

The three inched back toward the doors. The noise behind them 
had quieted by now. It sounded like the soldiers had given up on 
them. When they sighted Simber in the distance, coming swiftly 
toward them, Kaylee put her ear to the doors and listened carefully. 
Still hearing nothing, she slowly and quietly pulled her sword out of 
the handles. She signaled to the others to go to the open area where 
Simber would land. 

As Kaylee slid her sword into its sheath, there was a loud cracking 
and creaking noise behind them. The three turned sharply to see the 
doors bowing and straining at their seams. One of them burst off its 
hinges and flew at the three. 

“Look out!” cried Seth, diving into Thatcher and Kaylee and 
pushing them out of the way. The door skidded past, barely missing 
them. 

The young, blue-uniformed soldiers poured out to attack, waving 
weapons and shooting small bursts of dragon fire from their mouths. 
Even Dev came at them. 

“Dang it, Dev. Stop!” said Seth, shooting components and freezing 
a pair of the Revinir’s slaves. He fished around in his vest for more 
components, but he was starting to run low. Frustrated, he ran up to 
their former friend, gripped the boy’s arms, and peered into his eyes. 
“What’s happened to you? Why are you doing this?” He slapped 


Dev’s cheek a couple of times. 


Dev blinked, but his eyes remained glazed. He didn’t seem to 
recognize Seth. Then his face turned cold, stony-looking. He let out a 
small rumbling sound. Then he reared back and spit flames at Seth’s 
face. 

“Yow!” cried Seth. He struck out in pain, then dropped to the 
floor, writhing. His hair and eyebrows were singed, and his cheeks 
were red with welts. 

Thatcher muttered an oath under his breath, frustrated by Fifer’s 
order to try not to hurt any of the black-eyed soldiers. He fired off a 
backward bobbly head spell at Dev, knowing it would render the boy 
useless for about fifteen minutes. Dev’s head began to bob and spin 
around. Then Thatcher ran to check on Seth while Kaylee fought off 
the rest of the soldiers. 

“Tm okay,’ Seth grumbled, gingerly touching the red splotches on 
his face. He scowled at Dev but didn’t do anything more to him—his 
head spinning around ridiculously was at least a little bit satisfying. 

“The burns don’t look too bad,” said Thatcher. He batted out the 
smoking bits of Seth’s hair and helped him up, and together they 
used their remaining freeze spells on the rest of the slave soldiers. 

Once all the soldiers were frozen, Kaylee ran to the door and 
peered down the narrow stairs. The Revinir was nowhere to be seen. 
Perhaps, with her new large body and wings, she’d gotten stuck and 
gone back. Kaylee returned to where Thatcher and Seth stood. 
Simber was fast approaching. “I didn’t see the Revinir,” Kaylee said. 

“Good,” said Seth, clearing a spot for the cheetah. “I hope none of 
us ever see her again.” 

Simber landed and urged the three to hurry aboard—he’d seen 


them fighting the soldiers and didn’t want to wait for any more to 


arrive. 

They hopped onto Simber’s back, ready to make a hasty retreat, 
when the Revinir’s horrible roar came again, piercing their ears and 
rattling their chests. They looked back at the door, but she wasn’t 
there. Seconds later she swooped in from around the tower, using her 
own new wings to soar at them. 

Alongside her was Arabis the orange, looking anything but 
friendly. The two split up and crowded around Simber and his riders, 
forcing him tight against the tower so he wouldn’t have room to take 
off without running into one of them. 

While Simber tried to talk sense into Arabis, Seth and Thatcher 
quickly launched spell components at the Revinir, but as usual they 
only bounced off her scales and did no harm. “We can’t keep wasting 
components like this,’ Seth muttered. “I’m almost out.” 

“Same here,” whispered Thatcher. “Kaylee, I wonder if you can do 
better with your sword than we can with our spells.” 

“We can’t get close enough to find out,” Kaylee said. “Not without 
getting torched.” She sat back, feeling terribly vulnerable. 

Simber gave up and roared in frustration. There was no way for 
him to move without jeopardizing his riders, and Arabis wasn’t 
listening to him. 

“Arabis!” shouted Kaylee, her hand ready on the hilt of her sword 
but not drawing it. “Arabis the orange, look at me! Don’t you know 
who we are? Seth’—she pointed at him—“Seth saved your brother 
Drock’s life! Don’t you remember? Why are you attacking us?” 

“So it was him,” the Revinir said with an angry laugh, which sent 


showers of sparks at the mages. She peered at Seth. “Blue eyes?” she 


sneered. “Practically useless. But give him to me anyway and return 
my slaves, Thisbe and Rohan, and P!l] let the rest of you go.” 

“No!” shouted Thatcher. 

“You know I'll capture them eventually,” said the Revinir. “You 
won't be able to keep them away from me forever.” 

“Im never going anywhere with you,” muttered Seth, his eyes 
blazing. “And neither is Thisbe.” 

“Arrrabis,” Simber pleaded again, ignoring the Revinir’s threats. 

But Arabis was unable or unwilling to recognize them. The orange 
dragon didn’t respond and continued to hover menacingly with the 
Revinir in front of Simber. 

“Where are those ghost dragons?” Thatcher muttered under his 
breath. “We could use a distraction right about now.” Simber’s three 
riders stayed low, trying to take cover behind the stone cheetah’s 
head, but they remained cornered and vulnerable. One burst of fire 
could end them all in an instant. 

Frustrated and with his backside scraping against the tower, 
Simber finally couldn’t stand it any longer. When the Revinir poked 
her head forward, he lurched at her and let out a forceful roar of his 
own in her face. Startled, she reared back just enough to allow for a 
short runway. “Hang on!” Simber cried. He ran and leaped over the 
tower’s smashed ramparts, away from the castle, and flapped his 
wings. 

Arabis roared after him, spewing fire. Simber veered. Thatcher, 
Kaylee, and Seth hung on for dear life. 

“Get back here!” The Revinir sent a lightninglike bolt of fire at the 
three riders, narrowly missing Thatcher. She veered in front of the 


stone beast. 


Simber cringed and kept going straight at her. As he drew 
frighteningly close to the dragon-woman, Kaylee saw her 
opportunity. She pulled her sword and got to her knees, then wound 
up and swung hard at the Revinir’s elongated neck. The dragon- 
woman spat out another bolt of fire, trying to stop them. Simber 
tipped sideways to dodge it as Kaylee swung and missed her mark. 
With a yell of surprise, Kaylee lost her balance. She slid off the slick 
statue’s back. Her sword went flying, and she raked the air, catching 
hold of nothing. Falling. 

“Kaylee!” screamed Seth. He and Thatcher watched in horror, 
frozen as they realized what had happened. Simber plowed into the 
Revinir’s side, then turned sharply downward as he sped to reach 


Kaylee before she hit the ground. 





Reunited 


Simber wasn’t fast enough. But luck was with Kaylee, for Talon was 
there, on his way back to assist Simber after dropping off Thisbe and 
Maiven. He’d watched the scene unfold, and before Kaylee hit the 
ground, Talon darted in and caught her, saving her from certain 
death. But her sword wasn’t so lucky. It hit the moat’s murky water 
with a splash and disappeared under it. 

Simber saw that Kaylee was okay. He curved away, drawing the 
Revinir and Arabis after them so Talon could escape. 

“Thank you,” Kaylee told Talon when she regained her ability to 
speak. 

“You're welcome.” Talon headed toward the meeting place. “I’m 
sorry I wasn’t able to reach your sword.” 

Kaylee patted the bronze giants muscular arm. “No problem. 
Though I’m not very useful without it.” She hesitated, looking over 
Talon’s shoulder at Simber and seeing what he was doing. “I suppose 
we should get out of here.” 

Simber flew back toward the tower, growling and dodging the 


Revinir’s bolts of fire. He curved around the tower, trying to use it as 


a shield between him and his pursuers. “Hold on!” he growled to 
Thatcher and Seth. 

They didn’t need the reminder. “What are you doing?” Thatcher 
asked, gripping the cat’s neck. 

“Im drrrawing theirrr attention away frrrom the rrrest of ourrr 
parrrty,” Simber said quietly. “I want Talon and Kaylee to get to the 
otherrrs safely. I’m going to cirrrcle the turrret until I can think of 
something else to do. Hopefully I can keep the towerrr between them 
and us.” The cat growled angrily under his breath, then glanced over 
his shoulder at Thatcher and Seth, who were hanging on tightly. 
“Arrre you okay?” 

Thatcher was staying low against the cat’s back. “I’m fine,” he 
said. “I’m just glad we didn’t lose Kaylee.” 

“Me too,” said Seth, gripping Thatcher around the waist. His legs 
were shaking from trying to hang on to the slick stone beast. His 
normally pale cheeks held a greenish tinge from the rough ride. The 
red splotches from Dev’s fiery blast stood out even more. 

“Im sorrry,” said Simber, facing the enemy again. “I’ve neverrr 
lost a rrrider like that beforrre. I hope she can forrrgive me.” The 
great cat caught sight of Talon and Kaylee growing small in the 
distance, and he soared close to Arabis to draw her attention away. 
Arabis spit fire at Simber when he got too near, then chased after 
him, her wing slamming into the turret and making it shiver and 
shake. 

Seth ducked, then checked his hair to make sure it wasn’t on fire 
again. He didn’t know how long they'd survive if this kept up. Just 
then, with his burning cheek pressed against Simber’s cool back, 


some broad movements in the distance caught Seth’s eye. The gray- 


and-black smoke floating up from the front of the castle seemed to 
waver. A moment later, large shapes—the outlines of ghost dragons 
—pressed out. Seth sat up. “Oh no,” he said, pointing. “They're 
coming back.” 

“And they brought all their friends,’ Thatcher said. “Simber, we 
need to get out of here. Fast. They came up to us earlier. If they're 
heeding the Revinir’s call like Arabis is, we’re dead.” 

Simber dodged more fire from the Revinir and circled again, 
eyeing Talon’s progress with Kaylee. “I need to keep the Rrrevinirrr’s 
attention focused this way beforrre we can make any moves,” he said, 
sounding frustrated. He glanced at the army of ghost dragons warily 
but didn’t heed Thatcher’s warning. Instead he kept the tower 
between him and the Revinir and Arabis the best he could, switching 
directions like they were playing a dangerous game of tag. “I was 
watching the ghost drrragons,’ he said in a low voice, “while you 
werrre inside the castle. They seem to be unaffected by herrr.” 

The Revinir caught sight of the ghost dragons returning. She 
seemed skeptical but let out another bloodcurdling roar and watched 
as they came toward her. Seeming satisfied that they were heeding 
her call, she flew to welcome them. “Aha!” she announced 
triumphantly, loud enough for Simber and his passengers to hear. 
“My call is working perfectly!” 

“Are you sure they’re not affected?” whispered Seth anxiously. 

“We'll find out soon enough,” said Thatcher. 

Simber circled cautiously, taking care to keep his eyes on all 
potential enemies and backing away a little from the growing circle 


of beasts around the high tower. “We can’t hold them all off. We may 


have to make ourrr escape and take a rrroundabout way back to the 
otherrrs,” said Simber. “Let’s hope they don’t all follow.” 

Seth felt a chill go down his spine. What if all these dragons came 
at them at once? It would be a very quick end to them, he was sure. 
Not even Simber could fight off so many enemies. 

The army of ghost dragons drew closer, coming up behind Simber 
and his riders. Two of them, out in front of the others, were talking, 
but not even Simber could pick up what they were saying. 

As the ghost dragons flew into the widening circle and Simber 
attempted to move safely out of it, the Revinir soared out from 
behind the tower and sent another lightning spear at Simber and his 
riders. 

“Watch it!” Simber said, dodging. Thatcher and Seth ducked. The 
spear skimmed over the end of Simber’s tail and continued on toward 
the lead ghost dragon. 

Seth turned with a gasp. The spear went right through Gorgrun’s 
ethereal body. He didn’t seem to notice. In fact, the dragon ignored it 
completely and approached them. 

“Hello, strange flying creature,’ Gorgrun called out to Simber. 
“Are you the ones Thisbe is seeking? Friends of Arabis?” 

Simber glanced over his shoulder at his passengers. “Yes,” he said 
hesitantly. 

“Oh boy,’ Seth muttered. He started to shake, wondering what 
would come next. 

“I am Gorgrun. We are here to help you.” 

Simber’s eyes narrowed. 

“I am Quince,” said the other leader. He let out a roar in the 


direction of their army behind them, then continued. “Just leave this 


to us. You may go.” 

“Hmmm,” growled Simber, sounding unsure. 

“You heard them,” Seth whispered anxiously. “We can go.” 

From behind the tower, the Revinir shouted to the ghost dragons. 
“Attack the flying cheetah!” Clearly she still believed they were there 
to help her. 

Seth looked from one dragon to the next, not sure who was right, 
but wanting desperately to believe the ghost dragons. “Please,” he 
muttered to Simber. “Let’s get out of here.” 

“Tm trrrying,” said Simber. “Therrre’s no easy path.” He edged 
farther from the tower, worried that if he turned away fully to flee he 
wouldn’t be able to see the Revinir or the others if they attacked. 
Besides, he wasn’t used to turning tail and running away from 
anything. 

Luckily, Gorgrun and Quince ignored the Revinir’s order. They 
and the other dragons split up, taking different sides of the tower, 
and turned on her and Arabis instead. Sensing his chance, Simber 
spun out of the way. 

The Revinir released more fiery spears at the Artiméans. Simber 
dodged. Thatcher and Seth fought back with their useless magic. The 
Revinir laughed, then fired more. One sliced into Thatcher’s 
shoulder, knocking him off balance. He screamed. Seth grabbed his 
wrist as blood spurted from the wound. Thatcher dangled from 
Seth’s loosening grip. Seth clapped his other hand around the first, 
trying desperately to hang on. 

Simber twisted, nearly bending in half in an attempt to reach 
Thatcher with his teeth. 


“Simber, do something!” Seth screamed as he started to slip off 
too. 

Simber, still in flight, flipped upside down and folded one wing, 
catching Thatcher and Seth in the crook of it. Seth nearly passed out 
from fear, but he managed to grip the edge of Simber’s wing. He 
hung on for dear life. Thatcher used his good arm to pull himself up 
next to Seth. But Simber couldn’t fly with them on his wing. Or 
upside down. They started to spiral downward. 

Suddenly Quince appeared, flying beneath Simber. “You can let 
them go!” the ghost dragon shouted to Simber. “I will catch them.” 

Simber didn’t have a choice—Seth and Thatcher couldn't hang on, 
and they slipped off him. Quince caught them nimbly on his pillowy 
back. Simber righted himself and stopped free-falling. He circled 
around, then rode alongside Quince so Seth and Thatcher could 
climb aboard again. 

“Now I must be going,” said Quince. “The Revinir is looking for a 
fight. Keep your distance.” 

Simber agreed. He checked on his riders, who were in various 
states of shock after their acrobatic moves. The flying cheetah 
carried them out of range as Quince rejoined his fellow ghost 
dragons. 

The Revinir seemed flustered by what was happening. “Fight 
them,” she shouted. “Don’t help them!” 

Quince and Gorgrun signaled to their fellow dragons, and the 
entire group moved purposefully toward the Revinir and Arabis. 

Arabis and the Revinir stood their ground for a moment, still 
confused. “What are you doing?” the Revinir said. “I’m the one who 


1? 


sent the call. Obey me 


The ghost dragons circled them. The Revinir shot her spears at 
them, and Arabis breathed fire, but their weapons had no effect. 
Quince and Gorgrun and the others charged and began chasing the 
Revinir all around the top points of the castle. They rammed into the 
tower where the Artiméans had been and exploded more ramparts 
onto the townspeople below. A few of the young black-eyed soldiers 
who'd remained up there after their spells wore off went sailing over 
the side and disappeared into the smoke. 

Seth gasped. His stomach twisted. Had Dev been among them? He 
couldn’t tell from their distance. There was no way anyone could 
survive that kind of fall. 

The Revinir became furious, but the ghost dragons kept up their 
chase, wearing her down. They roared and lunged through the air, 
trying to drive her away. A few of them tussled with Arabis, rolling 
about and flopping onto the top of the castle, breaking through the 
roof over the ballroom. Glass and rubble flew everywhere, raising 
even more dust and smoke. 

Simber, Thatcher, and Seth could no longer see what was 
happening because of the destruction. “Hold on,’ Simber warned 
them. “Herrre we go.” Carefully, to keep his riders from enduring yet 
another tragic fall, he circled and turned toward Dragonsmarche, 
taking a different route back to where the others waited across from 
the castle just to be sure he wasn’t being tracked. As they exited the 
clouds of smoke and dust, Simber could just barely see that Talon 
was leading the rest of the Artiméans and their friends from the 
meeting place to the edge of the forest for protection. They'd no 
doubt be making a new camp there so they could prepare themselves 


for the long journey back home. Not a moment too soon. 





Catching Up 


With Seth and Thatcher on his back, Simber circled around 
Dragonsmarche and flew over the forest, eventually arriving at the 
east end of it, where the rest of the team had set up a new temporary 
camp. There they found food and water waiting, and everyone 
resting comfortably. The burning castle was still in sight, though the 
rescue team was hidden from the Revinir’s view by the cover of trees. 

Carina and Crow jumped up and attended to Thatcher’s and Seth’s 
wounds, while the giant cheetah went immediately to find Kaylee, 
who was cleaning up at the river. “I’m so sorrry I lost you,” he said to 
her. “I feel terrrible about it.” 

“It wasn’t your fault, Simber,” said Kaylee, drying her hands on her 
pants and giving him a big hug around the neck. “If you hadn't 
twisted away from the spear, you'd have been hit, and all four of us 
could’ve gone down. Besides, I wasn’t hanging on like I should have 
been.” She stepped back. “The Revinir was just . . . wow. Those 
wings. Right? Can you believe what she has become? That was a bit 
of a shock.” 

“Definitely shocking,’ growled the cheetah. “And worrrse, she 


seems completely unaffected by ourrr magic.” 


“I don’t know how to fight her,” Kaylee admitted. “Nothing affects 
her. It’s like with the saber-toothed gorillas on the Island of Graves. 
Your magic is almost useless against that kind of monster.” They 
turned and walked together to the larger gathering near the fire. 

“TIl be verrry glad to leave this prrroblem to the locals.” 

Kaylee nodded solemnly. 

Simber moved to the edge of camp, where Talon was looking out 
toward the castle. The sky was an ugly gray. “Thank you, Talon,” 
Simber said gravely. “You’ve neverrr let us down.” 

“I am always happy to be of service,” said Talon. “Spending time 
with the people of Artimé has given me a more interesting life than 
I’ve had in centuries.” 

Nearby, Carina overheard Talon and smiled. She finished 
bandaging up Thatcher’s shoulder and put some salve on Seth’s 
burns, then sent them to join Thisbe and Fifer by the fire to get food. 

“Are you doing okay, Thiz?” Seth asked as he and Thatcher found 
spots near the girls. Fifer’s arms were draped around her twin’s neck. 

“Pm okay,’ Thisbe said. “I’m alive. We’re alive.” She glanced at 
Rohan and Maiven and introduced them, telling a little about how 
they'd met and what theyd been through. Of course Thatcher 
remembered Maiven, and he greeted Rohan warmly. 

Seth echoed the greeting, but he couldn’t keep his eyes off Thisbe 
—she looked different. And seemed different too. Almost like a 
stranger. It felt odd having her with them again. She looked tougher. 
Older. Like he didn’t really know her anymore. Her short hair had 
grown even more unruly in the time she'd been away, and she was 


more muscular, yet wiry—like shed been doing hard labor without 


having enough to eat for a while. He had so many questions for her, 
but Fifer interrupted. 

“Speaking of Thisbe,” said Fifer, loud enough for everyone to hear, 
“and now that everyone is together, we have some... some news... 
to deliver to her.’ Her expression was pained. “Horrible as it is, I 
don’t think we should wait another second.” 

The others froze and went silent—they’d been thinking it too. 
There was so much to tell, and most of it bad. Terrible. This wasn’t 
going to be an enjoyable time. “You're right,” said Lani softly. She 
cringed and took Samheed’s hand. 

Fifer felt overwhelmed trying to recount all of the things that 
Thisbe had missed since her capture. “Okay,” she said, taking a 
breath. “Where do I start?” She pinched the bridge of her nose, 
trying to press the tears back. “Obviously you don’t see Alex here,” 
she said, turning to Thisbe. “But he .. . It’s not because he stayed 
home. He didn’t. He—” 

“Oh dear... wait.” Thisbe turned in Fifer’s arms. She lifted her 
hand as if trying to stop the waves of pain that rushed back into their 
lives. “I... I know about Alex,” she said quietly. “I know he’s dead.” 
She swallowed hard. “How did it happen?” 

When they got over their surprise, Fifer and the others recounted 
the horrible battle with the Revinir in the catacombs where they'd 
tried to find and rescue Thisbe. And Seth filled her in on everything 
that had occurred before and after that fateful moment in Thisbe’s 
own crypt. 

The story left Thisbe shocked and speechless. They'd been there 


after all—for a long time. And Fifer had come back to Grimere all on 


her own. To look for her. Her brother, the head mage of Artimé, had 
died trying to find her. 

Thisbe took some time to process everything shed heard. So 
much had happened—it was overwhelming. But the thing she heard 
over and over from the rescue team was that there wasn’t a single 
moment when the people of Artimé had considered abandoning her. 
She might have felt like they'd given up, but they hadn't. It was 
comforting to know. She glanced at Rohan, whose face wore a 
curiously warm expression—one that confirmed what Thisbe had 
been feeling. That no matter how alone she'd felt, her people had 
been there. She caught his eye, and he smiled. She couldn’t smile 
back. 

Once Thisbe could speak, she recounted her experiences in the 
catacombs from the moment she’d been snatched up by the Revinir. 
She told them how scared shed been about Fifer. And about 
dragging the bones and meeting Rohan and discovering Dev in the 
throne room and being forced to drink the two broths. She showed 
them her dragon scales. Then she explained how the broths affected 
her and talked about some of the images that had left her blind and 
unable to move, and how she wasn’t sure what they meant. 

As she spoke, Maiven listened intently, especially to the part 
about the images. When she heard about the one of the girl being 
snatched away and put on a ship, her face grew wan. But she didn’t 
interrupt. She had many questions to ask, but that time would have 
to wait. This moment belonged to Thisbe and her people. 

Fifer knew a big chunk of Thisbe’s story was still missing. “What 
happened to you and Rohan after you escaped the catacombs? We 


must have just missed you after you locked the Revinir in the 


adjoining rooms. And where did you go? Simber saw a seek spell 
flying by, heading toward the catacombs, so that’s why we thought 
you were still down there. But we decided not to send more because 
we were so worried about getting you in trouble with the Revinir.” 

“I got a seek spell from Aaron,” Thisbe said. “That must have been 
after . . . after the magic came back.” She teared up, remembering 
how receiving it had made her feel. What Fifer said made perfect 
sense, and if shed been in the catacombs, the arrival of a seek spell 
in front of the Revinir or any of the soldiers would have been 
disastrous, she was sure. 

Rohan glanced at Thisbe, who was still emotional, and continued 
for her. “We made it across the River Taveer and out the cave 
opening,” he said. “Then we climbed down the cliff side thanks to 
Thisbe’s magical hooks.” 

Thisbe refocused and smiled at him. “Yes. We got water from the 
lake.” Then her eyes widened as she realized she hadn't shared the 
most important thing. “Oh! And before we starved to death,” she 
said, “we followed our noses to a cave where someone was cooking 
fish. And you'll never guess who it was.” She paused a beat, then said, 
“Sky.” 





Another Story 


What?” exclaimed several of the Artiméans. 

“Sky?” asked Fifer. “How could that be? That’s impossible! She’s 
alive? She’s okay?” 

Before Thisbe could explain, Crow jumped to his feet. “Where is 
she? I'll go get her!” 

Thisbe saw the hope in his eyes and was hesitant to crush it. 
“That’s ... another story,” she said weakly. “You might want to settle 
back in for this one.” She gathered her thoughts, unsure how to start 
this tale. “I don’t think she’s dead,” she began. 

“What?” Crow reached out and put his hands on Thisbe’s 
shoulders, giving her a wild look. “You're killing me right now, Thiz. 
You know that?” 

“Sorry. Thisbe cringed and said hastily, “She’s most likely 
somewhere in another world, or maybe back home.” 

Seth nudged Fifer. “Another world?” he whispered. “Do you think 
Thisbe’s lost her marbles?” 

Thisbe heard him and flashed him a nasty look. “Just... let me 
explain.” She coughed, still battling the effects of the smoke, then 


took a breath and went on, looking exhausted. “So at some point 


after I was captured, Sky went down the Island of Fire volcano, 
right?” 

Lani nodded. “That’s right.” 

“Well,” said Fifer, “she didn’t die. That volcano leads to a volcano 
here in Grimere, in the lake beyond the Dragonsmarche square.” 

“What do you mean it leads to it?” asked Kaylee. 

“I mean Sky got sucked down the one in our world and magically 
pushed up through the one in this world. She made it to shore and 
has been living down there in a cave by the lake ever since. Had been, 
anyway. Thisbe paused for a breath. “This morning we'd finally 
given up on you ever finding us, so we decided to try to get back to 
Artimé through the same volcano network. We were in the water, 
ready to go, when I looked back and saw the smoke from the castle. 
Something inside me... It’s not explainable, really. I just knew I had 
to get to the castle and save Maiven.” 

Thisbe looked at the woman, who seemed startled by the 
revelation. Then she continued. “Sky tried to return to shore with 
me, but she couldn’t swim fast enough, and she got sucked in when 
the volcano went down. But we know now that doesn’t mean she’s 
dead. She’s probably okay. We’re just not sure where she is.” 

“This sounds . . . unbelievable.” Crow pressed his palms against 
his eyes, too overwhelmed to say more. 

“It’s not, though,” Lani murmured. “That explains the pirates 
going other places. Of course. It was right under our noses the whole 
time.” 

“So Grimere is where the pirates went to sell the sea creatures 
from our world?” Samheed asked. “Like the ones we’ve seen in the 


market in that big patched-up aquarium?” 


“Yes,” said Thisbe, growing excited again. “And speaking of the 
sea creatures, we found Issie’s baby! I’m pretty sure I originally saw 
her in that aquarium when Fifer and I were about to be auctioned 
off. Remember that, Fife?” 

Fifer nodded. “I remember the spotted sea monster. Is that the 
one you mean? All gray and dark purple?” 

“Yes, exactly. Close up, the resemblance to Issie is uncanny. When 
the aquarium broke and the sea monsters escaped, we think Issie’s 
baby made it down the cliff-side path to the lake. We also think she’s 
the one who helped Sky when she first arrived.” 

“What do you mean, helped her?” asked Crow, looking up. He was 
desperate to know where exactly his sister was, now that they knew 
she was probably alive. 

“The ride between volcanos can be a little rough, I guess,” said 
Thisbe. “You get thrown out of the top with the water.” She looked 
guiltily at Crow. “You have to understand that Sky made me swim as 
fast as I could. She ordered me to go. She knew how important it was 
that I find Maiven.” 

The attention in the group swung to the old woman who'd been 
sitting so quietly with them. Carina seemed puzzled. “Can you 
explain why exactly it was so important to save Maiven? I’m thrilled 
you did, of course, but what’s going on with these images of yours, 
and how does that relate to her?” She looked closer at Thisbe. “And 
do you mind if I inspect those dragon scales on your arms?” 

Thisbe held out her arm to Carina and went on. “I’m not sure yet 
why it was so important for me to rescue Maiven. But I believe she 
has something to do with the history of this land... or something 


like that. Besides all that, she was very kind to me during my time as 


a prisoner in the dungeon. And I couldn’t bear to know she was 
trapped there in the fire without at least trying to get to her.” 

“Perhaps Maiven can give us some answers,’ Thatcher suggested, 
giving the woman a warm smile. She’d helped him the last time too, 
and he’d told her he wouldn't forget her. He gazed at her for a long 
moment, feeling like she was somehow familiar at a level beyond 
their brief meeting months ago. Then he glanced at Fifer and 
suddenly knew why. There was a mild resemblance. “You have black 
eyes too,” he said softly. 

Thisbe, Rohan, and Fifer stared. It was true. 

Maiven nodded once. She held her body poised and her head just 
so, as if she were some sort of royalty despite the rags she wore and 
her decades in the dungeon. 

There was something very mysterious about her, and Thisbe was 
just starting to put it together. “Maiven Taveer,” said Thisbe 
thoughtfully, “are you named after the river? Or is the river named 


after you?” 





Maiven’s Story 


(nce her eyes had adjusted to the painful light and everyone was out 
of harm’s way, Maiven Taveer had noticed the familiar features of the 
twins immediately. Now she glanced at Thisbe and smoothed her 
long white hair, which shed been braiding and coiling around her 
head for years to keep it off the nasty dungeon floor. It didn’t used to 
be white. And it hadn’t been cut in more than forty years. 

“This land and the river belong to the dragons and to two 
families,” Maiven said, her voice only a bit disturbed by her time in 
the smoke. “One of the families was mine. As far as I know, I am the 
last of them to survive.” She gave the girls and Rohan a piercing 
glance. “I was told there were no more children like you,” she said. 
“But the guards had no reason to tell me the truth. How many of you 
are there?” 

“There were eleven others in the catacombs, including Rohan,” 
said Thisbe. “Plus, Dev came later, so...” 

Seth, Thatcher, and Simber exchanged glances. They'd seen a few 
of the black-eyed children go flying over the side of the castle tower. 
Seth hesitantly offered the information, which made Maiven cringe 


and lower her head. Thisbe and Rohan looked pained. 


“Not Dev, I hope,” said Thisbe. 

“I don’t know,” Seth answered quietly. 

Then Rohan’s face hardened. “It doesn’t seem to matter anymore, 
distant cousins or not. Dev and the other slaves are with her now. 
And...’ He looked up suddenly. “I am not. I just want to make that 
clear. I have not had any of that broth.” 

“Her?” asked Maiven. “Do you mean that dragon-monster?” 

“Yes, Your Highness. She calls herself the Revinir. She has no 
control over me.” 

Fifer and Seth exchanged a curious glance. Why had Rohan called 
this old granny “Your Highness”? Was she a queen or something? 

Maiven looked mildly startled at the way she’d been addressed but 
continued smoothly. “Yes, I’ve heard of her,” she said. “She came in 
some years ago, and now she’s destroyed everything.” She looked 
wistfully in the direction of the castle, which was still smoking, 
though the worst of the belching black smoke seemed to have ended 
by now. 

“Therrre’s not much we can do about the castle orrr the 
Rrrevinirrr,’ said Simber. “Orrr Arrrabis, which is a pity. Perrrhaps 
she'll grrrow tirrred of rrrunning frrrom the ghost drrragons.” 

“Tm afraid the ghost dragons will soon forget what they're there 
to do,” said Thisbe. “They told Rohan and me that they have really 
bad memories.” 

“And those dragons are not able to kill the Revinir,’ Rohan added. 
“They said the new generation of dragons and black-eyed rulers must 
be the ones to overthrow her. The ghost dragons can assist, but they 
cannot fight.” 


“So that’s what they were doing,” said Seth. “They definitely 
caused a lot of commotion.” 

Samheed lifted his hand to shield his eyes and surveyed the castle. 
Several dragons still dotted the skies around it. “They made it 
possible for you to escape, so there’s something to be said for that.” 

“But I’m afraid she’s taking over the castle,” said Carina. “And 
she’s got the remaining black-eyed children under her spell so they 
won't attack her. This land can never be restored to the proper rulers 
unless the spell is broken.” She thought for a moment. “Are the ghost 
dragons powerful? I didn’t get a good look at them.” 

“They seem to be,” said Thatcher. “And the Revinir’s bolts of fire 
go right through them without doing anything.” 

Thisbe seemed intrigued but not surprised by that tidbit. “They’re 
also huge, and they can breathe fire. But I’m just . . . Pm worried 
about Dev. I just don’t think he would ever do this if he had control 
of his senses. I... I got to know him better.” 

“Me too,” said Fifer. “I’m worried.” 

Seth wrinkled his nose but said nothing. 

“And Arrrabis,” said Simber. “What can we do about those two?” 

Several of the group instinctively looked to Fifer for answers. 

Thisbe noticed. Her lips parted in surprise. 

“I think we have no choice but to leave them behind,” said Fifer 
decisively. “It’s not that I don’t care about them. It’s just that we have 
Thisbe now, and we need to bring her home. We need to get back to 
Artimé to tell them what happened to Alex.” 

“Home?” said Crow. “But what about Sky?” 

“Yes, what about Sky?” echoed Thisbe. “I need to go after her. 
Quickly, so she doesn’t think we've left her for dead again.” 


“But you said she might be able to go straight to our world,” said 
Lani. “Shouldn't we start by looking there rather than following her 
down some questionable volcano portal system?” 

“But it'll take us days to get there,” Thisbe mused. “If Sky is on the 
Island of Fire, she'll be stranded—it’s way too far to swim to Warbler. 
There’s only so much time before she'll get sucked down again, and 
then who knows where she'll end up. We definitely don’t have days to 
waste.” 

The Artiméans discussed options for the steps forward. Rohan, 
feeling awkward, gathered canteens and slipped off to the river to 
refill them for everyone. Maiven got to her feet and tentatively made 
her way on shaky legs after him. 

Once they were out of earshot, Maiven spoke. “Will you be going 
with them?” she asked Rohan as he dipped the first canteen under 
the crystal water. 

Rohan didn’t reply at first. He bit his lip as he tried to think of 
how to answer. Then he turned abruptly to look at her. “You are the 
rightful queen, aren’t you?” 

Maiven blinked and lifted her chin. “Right now I’m nothing but a 
prisoner of my own land,” she said. “I haven’t been a queen in many 
years. I doubt I’ll ever be one again.” 

“You are my queen,” said Rohan. Already kneeling, he dipped his 
head awkwardly. 

“One constituent,’ said the woman, a smile playing at her lips. 
“It’s a start.” 

“Thisbe will be your second,’ he said valiantly, “once she 
understands who you are. And Fifer, too.” 


“They have their own land.” 


“But they are descendants of the black-eyed people,” Rohan said, 
gesturing emphatically. “They should stay here.” 

Maiven touched the boy’s shoulder in a gesture of friendship. 
“We'd both like that, wouldn’t we?” 

The boy’s face flushed. “I could never say it to her. To them, I 
mean.” 

“Of course not. It must be their decision if they choose to join us. 
And only if they feel any pull toward our people at all.” 

Rohan sighed. “Yes, of course you're right. It’s just difficult, Your 
Highness.” 

The old woman pursed her lips. “Perhaps just call me Maiven for 
now, all right? Lets not complicate things for the others.” She 
paused. “Are you from the line of Taveer?” 

“No,” Rohan said, looking away. “No. I’m from the other family. 
The line of Suresh.” 

“Ah, I see. From the land beyond.” 

“Y-yes.” 

“I don’t suppose you still have a grandmum, do you?” 

“No.” Rohan looked away. “I’m quite sure everyone’s dead over 
there.” 

“Then I'll be your grandmum. If you'll have me.” 

Against his most valiant efforts, Rohan’s face crumpled with 
emotion, and he cried for a few moments. 

Maiven let him be and filled a few canteens while she waited for 
him to collect himself. 

Eventually Rohan sniffed and wiped his eyes with his sleeve. 
“What’ll we do? It’s beyond hopeless, isn’t it?” 


“Well, I imagine you'll go off to take on that monstrous dragon- 
woman, won’t you?” said Maiven. “I see the fight in your eyes.” 

“I won't leave my grandmum behind, though,” said Rohan with a 
small smile. “Will you help me? It’s just us two against the world. 
We'd do better to stick together.” 

The woman smiled warmly. “Thank you, dear. I don’t look like 
much today, all skin and bones. But with a bit of practice and some 
decent food to get my strength back, Pll be ready to fight. I haven’t 
forgotten how. I go over my steps, my techniques, in my mind every 
day to stay sharp.” 

Rohan looked admiringly at the woman. “Thisbe never mentioned 
your first name to me until this morning,” he confessed. “I’ve studied 
all about you in my books. You commanded the army.” 

“Yes, I did,” said Maiven proudly. “And I shall again one day.” 

“Yes, you shall—even if it is just an army of two,” said Rohan. “I 
believe it.” 

“And I believe in you.” 

Rohan’s tears began again. He swallowed hard and nodded, then 


turned back to the river to fill the rest of the canteens. 





Recovering and Regrouping 


lt began to rain as Maiven and Rohan returned to the fire. Talon, 
Samheed, Lani, Carina, Thatcher, and Kaylee were busy making a 
shelter at the edge of the forest, while Seth was hastily collecting 
firewood before it all got soaked. Thisbe napped all curled up, 
exhausted after the long day. The two from Grimere were tired too. 
Lani paused in her work and urged them to rest, so they sat quietly 
near Thisbe. They could overhear Fifer and Simber, arguing in low 
voices about how they would get everyone home now that Arabis, 
their main ride, had abandoned them. 

“I can only take fourrr plus some supplies,” Simber was saying. 
“What about yourrr hammock? Thrrree?” 

“The birds have carried three of us for short distances, but that 
requires most of the birds to participate the whole time. I think two 
passengers should be the most for such a long journey since there’s 
nowhere for them to stop and rest.” Fifer looked concerned. “And 
one passenger with Talon for the same reason.” She added them up. 
“That’s seven spots. And how many are we?” She looked around, 


counting. Samheed, Lani, Carina, Kaylee, Thatcher, Crow, Fifer, Seth, 


and Thisbe. And Kitten, but she didn’t take up much space. Plus 
Rohan and Maiven if they wanted to join them. 

“Nine Arrrtiméans,”’ said Simber. “Plus two frrrom Grrrimerrre.” 

Maiven and Rohan couldn't help overhearing. They exchanged a 
solemn look, then Rohan nodded. Maiven leaned toward Simber and 
Fifer. “We thank you for your kind consideration and for selflessly 
including us in your group without question. But you mustn’t worry 
about us. Rohan and I are in agreement: We will stay here and fight 
for our land.” 

Simber, who seemed to recognize, or at least suspect, that Maiven 
was much more than she let on, gazed at the woman with deep 
respect, and perhaps a bit of guilt, for a long moment. “You’rrre 
surrre?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she said with a certainty that Simber didn’t dare question. 

Rohan concurred. “I can’t leave here. The others are in danger— 
and there aren't many of us left. I have to do something to break the 
Revinir’s spell and bring them back to our side.” 

“What will you two be able to do against the Revinir?” asked Fifer. 
“She’s so powerful now. I mean, she has wings and breathes fiery 
lightning spears. It’s crazy. She’s at least half dragon.” 

“If there’s no other way to break the spell she holds on our people, 
we will have to find a way to kill her,” said Rohan. “That’s all there is 
to it.” 

“Our magic did nothing to her,” said Fifer. “I’m worried that her 
scales make her invincible against us.” 

“Then we must find her weakness,” said Maiven in a dark voice, 
“and exploit it.” 


Thisbe stirred in her sleep. 


Simber and Fifer went back to their conversation, softer now so 
they wouldn’t wake her. “We still have too many of us,” Fifer 
whispered. 

“And we won't leave anyone behind this time,” said Simber. “I 
can’t allow it.” 

“How are we supposed to do that without Arabis?” asked Fifer, 
growing annoyed. There was clearly no way to make the math work. 
There were nine riders and only seven spots. 

“I don’t know,” growled Simber, who was frustrated too. “You’rrre 
surrre about the birrrds?” 

Fifer thought it through again. They'd have to fly nonstop with no 
place to land for two full days before they even had a chance to reach 
the Island of Fire, and there was no guarantee that the volcano island 
would be above water when they needed it to be. So to be safe, they 
needed to allow three days to get to Warbler. 

The birds handled their shifts well with two passengers—half of 
them flying and the other half resting. Fifer shook her head. “There 
simply wouldn’t be enough rest time for the birds,” she stated. 
“They're magical, but they have their limits, like we all do.” 

Simber nodded, resigned. “Perrrhaps Arrrabis will come arrround. 
I’m going to trrry to talk to herrr.” 

“We all need tonight to recover anyway,’ said Fifer. “Lets not give 
up on her. In the meantime, we could send dozens of seek spells all at 
once to Aaron. Maybe he'll figure out that we need him to come with 
a new dragon.” 

“Let’s not give all of Arrrtimé a reason to panic again so soon,” 
said Simber, who could imagine all the horrible things Aaron and the 
other loved ones back home might think if that happened. 


“Perrrhaps we can somehow summon Spike Furrrious to lend a hand. 
Errr...a fin. Or Pan. We could shuttle a few of us to the otherrr side 
of the gorrrge and then all go togetherrr frrrom therrre.” 

“That’s a perfect idea,” said Fifer. “If you don’t have any luck with 
Arabis, maybe you could cross over and see if Pan or Spike is in close 
enough range to hear you roar.” 

“Verrry well,” said Simber. He got up and started pacing restlessly, 
then looked off in the direction of the castle and sampled the air. 
“The firrre is mostly out, and much of the castle still stands,” he said. 
“The ghost drrragons appearrr to have called it a day and arrre 
marrrching and flying back the way they came. Perrrhaps they 
grrrew tirrred of chasing the Rrrevinirrr.” 

“That’s odd.” 

“They rrre odd.” 

“Yes. Well, they're not alive anymore, right? They’re ghosts. So 
maybe their perspective has changed.” 

“They rrre not alive? Arrre you surrre?” 

“I mean—” Fifer stopped and thought about it. “Are they? I don’t 
know.” 

“They’re very forgetful,’ said Thisbe from her spot on the ground. 
“Maybe they forgot why they went to the castle and are going home.” 

“Oh good,” said Fifer. “You're awake.” 

“Yes. I’ve been listening in for a while now.” She hesitated, then 
rolled over to get more comfortable. “You sound like Alex, talking to 
Simber that way. Making plans. Figuring things out.” Her voice 
carried a hint of something like an accusation. Or jealousy, perhaps. 
She hadn’t intended it, but there it was. Things had happened to her 
twin without her. Big things. Fifer had obviously taken Magical 


Warrior Training and wore the vest now. She'd gotten her dream 
while Thisbe was stuck in the catacombs dragging bones. And this 
conversation they were having—planning the future. It was clear 
that Simber held Fifer in high regard. Much higher than before. 
Thisbe still had to learn why. 

Fifer’s heart lurched as she remembered for the millionth time 
that Alex was never coming back. “You think I sound like Alex?” she 
said. 

Thisbe reached her hand out and took Fifer’s. “Yes,” she said. “A 
lot.” And they both found a small token of comfort in that. 

Simber, hearing them, fought off the lump in his stony throat. 
Talking with Fifer felt more natural than he’d imagined it could. And 
while no one would ever replace Alex in his heart and soul, Fifer was 


making her mark. It was indeed a comfort to have her here. 





Sneaking OFF 


By dawn Thisbe had regained her strength. Rohan and Maiven were 
feeling better too, and making plans for their future. And Crow was 
continuing to fret about Sky. 

The Artiméans still didn’t have a plan in place for getting home, 
and everyone was restless to do something now that they had Thisbe 
back. Simber had gone during the night to try to talk sense into 
Arabis. In the weak morning sunlight he returned to report to Fifer. 

“I thought I saw a flickerrr of rrrecognition in herrr eyes,” said 
Simber, “but then they glazed overrr again and she spit firrre at me. 
She wouldn’t listen.” 

“Arabis is probably not going to change her mind anytime soon,” 
said Crow impatiently. “So if were stuck here waiting anyway, Ild 
like to go after Sky.” 

“Me too,” said Thisbe. She still felt terrible about the way they’d 
been pulled apart. If only they'd thought to set up a quick plan for 
meeting up again—like “Take the first exit and stay there” or “Check 
each one but keep going until you get to the Island of Fire” or 


something. Anything that would give them a clue to where Sky ended 
up. 


“That’s verrry rrrisky,” said Simber. “I don’t want to split up ourrr 
parrrty.” 

“We won't split up,’ agreed Fifer. 

Thisbe kept trying. “I know the reason Sky stayed in the cave by 
the lake was because she hoped someone would eventually figure out 
the volcano connection. So if she’s not at the Island of Fire, I would 
guess we could find her fairly easily in some other land—if not right 
back here in our cave in Grimere. She'd stay as close to the portal as 
possible.” 

“She'd only be safe on the Island of Fire for so long before she'd be 
sucked down it and sent somewhere else,” Crow said. “And it sounds 
painful the way Thisbe described it—too painful to do it over and 
over indefinitely. I’m really scared for her.” 

“I am too,” said Lani, fidgeting a bit. “I hope she’s okay. If it were 
my brother who'd been sucked into the unknown, I’d be worried too.” 

“We should go as soon as possible,” said Thisbe. She glanced at 
Crow, who looked grateful that Thisbe was advocating for him. 

Simber frowned. 

Fifer, agonizing over the decision, looked at the statue. “Did you 
have time to fly over the waterfall in our world to call for Spike and 
Pan?” 

“I did,’ Simber said. “I wasn’t surrrprrrised that Spike was 
nowherrre to be found, as she prrreferrrs to stay nearrr the inhabited 
islands. But I hoped Pan would be nearrrby, seeing as Arrrabis is 
overrr herrre. It would be like herrr to be waiting forrr news. But I 
cirrrcled forrr a while and called out several times. I thought I saw 
some movement on the horizon, but eventually concluded it was just 


the mist rising up off the sea. Therrre was no sign of herrr.” 


“Strange,” said Samheed. “I’ve never been more torn about a 
decision in my life.” 

“What would Alex want us to do?” asked Lani. “Go after Sky. It’s 
pretty clear to me.” 

“That’s not fairrr.” Simber got up and started pacing. “He’s not 
herrre.” 

“Look,” said Thisbe impatiently. “I understand and appreciate that 
we all need to stick together now—I think Alex would want that, too. 
But I agree with Lani, and I’m sick to my stomach about Sky. Sure, 
she might have made it through the volcanos back to the Island of 
Fire, but we don’t have a way to all get there. And even if most of us 
go, shed be gone by the time we got there because the Island of Fire 
volcano goes down at least daily.” She went to Simber and put a hand 
on his neck. “Think about it,” she implored. “We could all take the 
volcano to find Sky and then go back to our world together—truly all 
of us who remain. And then fly the rest of the way to Artimé—Talon 
with two and the birds with three—making a stop on Warbler 
overnight to let Fifer’s birds rest.” 

“But we'd have Sky, too,” said Lani. 

“We'd make room,” Crow insisted. “I'll carry her myself if I have 
to!” 

Simber’s mouth opened as if he were about to argue that it 
wouldn’t make a difference, but then he closed it again. “I could 
squeeze five on forrr a shorrrt ride frrrom the Island of Firrre to 
Warrrbler,” he conceded. “Then take two trrrips to get to Arrrtimé.” 

“Yes, that would work,” said Crow. “Sky and I could stay back and 


visit with our mother for a while. We can even take the skiff to 


Artimé so you wouldn’t have to come back for us.” He relaxed a bit, 
and Thisbe bit her lip, watching the giant cat hopefully. 

But Simber grew puzzled. “So would Talon and I meet the rrrest of 
you overrr therrre? That seems too dangerrrous. I won't leave any of 
you behind. I’ve made a vow not to.” 

“No,” said Fifer, sitting up and catching Thisbe’s eye. “It’s a 
volcano, Simber. It’s huge. You and Talon would come with us. It’s 
big enough.” 

“It was big enough for a pirate ship to go through,” Lani reminded 
them. 

“That sounds adventurous,” said Talon. “I’m certainly willing.” 

Simber gave Talon a dark look. 

Carina glanced around at the others. “It can’t be worse than 
plunging over the waterfall,” she said a bit too casually. “Remember 
that time?” 

“TIl be honest,” said Lani. “I’m game to try the volcano. I can hold 
my breath fine—we all can. Pll just need help if there’s any 
swimming to be done. My wheels aren’t equipped for that.” 

“Of course,’ said Samheed. “I’m willing too. You and I will stick 
together through it all. I’ve got you.” He and Lani exchanged a loving 
glance. 

Simber growled. “You want me to go thrrrough the volcano? I 
don’t think so.” 

Everyone stared. And then Lani’s expression cleared. “Oh, I get 
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it,’ she said. She turned to the others and noticed that Rohan and 
Maiven were especially puzzled. “Simber doesn’t like water,’ she 


explained. “He’s a cat.” 


“Oh, that old thing,” scoffed Thisbe. “Well, if it helps, Sky told me 
that when she went through before she felt like she was in some sort 
of protective bubble. She could breathe the slightest bit, though 
there was a lot of pressure. But it didn’t sound like she was directly 
touching the water.” She covered her mouth and muttered, “Until she 
landed.” 

Simber scowled. “That’s not it,” he said firmly with everyone 
staring at him. “I simply don’t think this idea sounds safe. I’m sorrry, 
Fiferrr, but ’m... not forrr it.” 

“Oh, Simber,” said Fifer with dismay. Crow threw his hands up in 
the air, and Thisbe turned away, frustrated. 

Samheed regarded Simber thoughtfully. He turned his gaze to 
Lani and whispered together with her for a moment, then looked up. 
“I trust your instinct, Simber,” he said quietly. “But there’s no way to 
do what you want. We've exhausted all the options. So Lani and I will 
stay here while the rest of you go the traditional way. Then Simber 
can come back for us.” 

“Yes,” said Lani. “We'll be fine here for a week or so.” 

“But what about Sky?” said Crow and Thisbe in unison, and the 
others started to argue the options as well. 

Fifer waved her hand for silence, a look of alarm in her eyes. “I 
don't like that idea one bit. We don’t need another story about 
Samheed and Lani getting taken captive in a strange land. And I 
hope you realize this war isn’t over—it’s just beginning. It’s not safe 
here.” 

Lani was about to protest, but Samheed touched her arm. “She has 


a point,” he said quietly. 


Thisbe shook her head, frustrated. “So if Simber won’t go through 
the volcano, we have to split up. And if we’re going to take separate 
routes, then at least let Crow and me go through the volcano so we 
can find Sky. Then Samheed and Lani can go with you, and none of 
us get left here.” 

“Impossible,” roared Simber. “You will not leave my sight, Thisbe. 
If I go home without you on my back, Aarrron will neverrr forrrgive 
me.” 

“It’s not going to be a problem,” Thisbe argued. “Trust me! I know 
exactly what to do. Sky talked me through it.” 

Simber narrowed his eyes at Thisbe, clearly not trusting her. He 
turned to Fifer. “I’m telling you again. I don’t think it’s ourrr best 
move. Perrrhaps Samheed and Lani have the best solution.” 

“Why do you keep looking at her all the time?” snapped Thisbe. 
“Why aren’t you listening to me? Your solution still doesn’t account 
for Sky!” 

Fifer waved her off impatiently and gave her an I’m trying to help 
you so be quiet kind of look. “Simber,” she said, “you’re the one who’s 
been so obstinate about sticking together all the time. You’re also the 
one who keeps saying you're not going to lose another one of us. 
Well, you’re just setting yourself up for more problems if you leave 
any of us here—this country is in a war! Come on. Don’t you see that 
leaving anyone behind, even for a week, is way more dangerous than 
using these volcano tunnels?” She hesitated, then added, “I think 
you're letting your fear of the water get to you.” 

Simber emitted a small growl and started pacing again. Then he 
turned to face Fifer. Everyone’s eyes were glued to the fight between 


them. Who would win? 


“It is my job to do what you decide,” he said tersely. “But I hope 
you think about it a little morrre.” 

Fifer let out a breath. Her heart was pounding. Simber was 
backing down. And even though she felt triumphant, she began to 
question her own reasoning. But she pushed those thoughts aside. It 
was important that she lead. And this was how leaders became great. 
They made difficult decisions and stuck with them. 

“I do have a lot of thinking to do,” Fifer said in a cool voice. 


“Thinking about my birds and how to get them where we need to 
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go. 

The group remained achingly silent, unsure how to react. Most of 
them agreed with Fifer and wanted to go together to find Sky. But 
there was no doubt the volcano transportation system was 
frightening. 

Seth thought he detected worry in Fifer’s eyes. He scrambled to 
think of something to say that would help her. “The birds can come 
through the volcano too,” he said after a moment. “We’ll wrap the 
hammock around them, maybe. A few of us could hold on to the 
ropes.” 

Thisbe glanced from Fifer to Simber to Seth. This dynamic, with 
Fifer and now Seth calling shots, was so strange, so foreign. But she 
didn’t want to question it again—not with things going her way at 
the moment. She stayed silent. 

“That'll work, I bet,” said Crow. “You said there was some sort of 
an air pocket. They should be fine.” 

Fifer nodded. “I think so too. Pll explain to Shimmer what will 


happen so they won't be afraid.” She felt a knot tighten in her 


stomach. Was this her gut finally telling her something? Was this the 
wrong move? 

“It’s settled, then?” Crow said. “We're all going to the lake?” 

Everyone looked at Fifer. Fifer looked at Simber. Simber turned 
his head away and studied some invisible thing on the ground. 

“Yes,” said Fifer. The word nearly choked her. “Were going. All of 
us.” 

Crow blew out a breath of relief. “Thank the gods.” Thisbe felt the 
weight of her guilt about Sky lifting off her shoulders. The others 
remained still for a moment longer. Then Lani and Samheed moved 
to pack up their things and put out the fire. 

Rohan and Maiven glanced at each other. Things still seemed 
tense, but the argument was clearly over. And it was time for them to 
find a home base and continue their planning as well. They picked 
up their few belongings and a couple of canteens that Fifer had given 
them. 

When Maiven and Rohan were ready, Maiven approached Fifer 
and Thisbe and the others. “You are incredible problem solvers,” she 
said. “I barely know you, but I shall miss you all. Your attitudes and 
your tenacity in what seems like a frightening and difficult task all 
point to the reasons you are successful. I wish you all the luck. And 
we hope to see you again someday. Don’t we, Rohan?” 

Rohan was staring at Thisbe. They'd said their good-byes once. He 
didn’t want to do it again. “Yes, of course,” he whispered, his voice 
choked up. He held out the knife that they'd passed back and forth so 
many times. On the handle he'd carved a tiny scene of him and 


Thisbe fishing together by the cave. 


Thisbe took it. She stared at it and willed herself not to cry. She 
had hoped she'd be able to convince Rohan and Maiven to come with 
them. But it was clear they'd made up their mind, and rightfully so. 
Thisbe felt like she should stay too, but there was Aaron to think of. 
She was torn between two lands. “Ill be back,” she said, to the 
surprise of a few of the others. “It might not be right away, but Pll 
return one day.” 

“Me too,” said Fifer. 

“And me,” said Seth, shocking himself. 

“We'll see about that,” muttered Carina. She began to pack up 
their supplies. “But for now, we need to concern ourselves with 


surviving a trip through a volcano.” 





Good-bye, Good-bye 


Since everyone was going in the same direction, Maiven and Rohan 
decided to accompany the Artiméans as far as the city of Grimere. 
Maiven had hopes her family’s village home was still standing after 
all this time, and if it was, she and Rohan would make it their 
headquarters. 

As they went, the strange-looking troupe took a last look at the 
castle now that the smoke had cleared. The front of it was charred 
and the huge drawbridge completely gone. No one knew the 
whereabouts of the king, but there were new blue flags flying from 
the turrets today so they assumed he’d been captured or killed. They 
could just make out the symbol on the largest flag—that of a 
shimmering dragon with the Revinir’s features. It was the land of the 
dragons again, but in exactly all the wrong ways. 

The ghost dragons were long gone. There were still king- 
supporting protesters near where the drawbridge had been on the 
outer side of the moat. Blue-uniformed soldiers stood on the inner 
circle, around the perimeter of the castle. Thisbe imagined Dev 
among them ... if he hadn’t been killed. Her heart twisted, but she 
could think of no way to find out—not if they didn’t want to be 


embroiled in another attack. She fell into step with Rohan as they all 
turned toward Grimere. 

“You'll try to save Dev, won’t you?” asked Thisbe. 

“Sure, if he’s among the remaining. Him and all the others.” 

“I don’t know how you'll do it,” Thisbe admitted. 

“Neither do I,” said Rohan. He glanced at her and smiled. Then he 
pressed something into her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I made you 
something,” he said. “So if you ever need me, maybe you could just 
send a seek spell.” 

Thisbe’s face grew hot. She slid the item into her pocket without 
looking at it—she’d save that for a moment all to herself. “I never 
taught you how to do the spell,” she murmured. “I’m sorry.” 

“I watched you teach Sky how to do it,” he said. “You concentrate 
and hold the item and say ‘seek, right?” 

“That’s about it. Think about the person you're sending it to.” 

“That won't be difficult,” said Rohan. 

Thisbe looked away, a small smile on her lips. “But you don’t have 
anything of mine.” 

“Well, then,” said Rohan, “you must give me something.” 

“Wait!” said Thisbe. “I gave you that vial of broth, which I made.” 
Then she shook her head. “Or it could have come from Dev’s batch. 
Hmm.” Thisbe checked her pockets, finding them empty as usual. 
She spied some dry bark that had peeled off a tree and ran to get it. 
Then she asked Samheed for a pencil, since she knew her theater 
instructor never went anywhere without one. He pulled his notebook 
from his pocket, tapped it, and a pencil popped out. He handed it to 
her. A pained look crossed his face as he stared at the blank pages in 
the notebook. He slipped it back into his pocket so he wouldn't have 


to look at it anymore, then watched slyly as Thisbe dropped to the 
back of the group, intent on writing something on the bark. 

Samheed glanced at Rohan, who seemed to grow more 
downhearted the closer they got to Grimere. He'd witnessed the 
close bond between him and Thisbe from the moment the two 
reconnected after the harrowing fire business. And he looked 
forward to the coming months as Thisbe began to tell more of her 
stories from her time in captivity. Perhaps they'd all come to know 
Rohan better through them. He seemed like a good person. Maiven 
was an unusual woman as well, and Samheed was sure she had many 
stories to tell. But they wouldn’t be hearing them, at least not for 
now. 

They neared the neighborhoods on the outskirts of 
Dragonsmarche. Thisbe gave Rohan the poem she'd written for him. 
In a way it was like the poem Alex had written for Sky—not that 
Thisbe felt that way about Rohan, of course. He was just a friend, 
wasn't he? 

Rohan accepted it and did as Thisbe had done: He put it in his 
pocket for later. 

Finally they reached the city. People of Grimere went about their 
business, though there was quite a bit more glancing left and right 
now than usual as blue-uniformed soldiers guarded the square—the 
old ones, not the black-eyed children. There was no market today. 

“I wonder what will happen,” said Fifer. “Do you think the Revinir 
will leave people alone now that she’s taken control of the castle?” 

“Knowing her, said Thisbe, “I hardly think so.’ Rohan and 
Maiven nodded in agreement, and Thisbe continued. “She’s never 


satisfied. I don’t know what she'll do next, but if I were a resident 


here, I'd be very afraid.” She hesitated. “I’m just glad she’s stopped 
roaring.” 

“There’s no telling exactly what she'll do,” said Rohan. “But she is 
the most power-hungry person I’ve ever studied. Almost no one else 
in our history even comes close.” 

Maiven’s face was troubled. “We have a lot of work to do before 
we can figure out a way to overthrow her.” She stopped abruptly to 
study a fading street sign etched on the wall of a building. “It’s this 
one,’ she declared, turning down a side street. She looked around 
cautiously as she walked, then turned again and waded down a 
smaller alley that was overgrown with weeds higher than the 
woman’s waist. 

Maiven counted the doors and stopped at one that was rotted 
around the edges. A window in the front was broken, and a mangy, 
dull-eyed cat sat on the sill. Next to the stoop was a flower bed 
overgrown with more weeds. A thin spiral of smoke rose from 
somewhere within it. 

Fifer pointed at the smoke, and she and Seth exchanged a glance. 
“Could that be the smoke hole we were looking for?” Seth 
whispered. 

“I don’t know,” said Fifer. “It doesn’t matter now.” They had 
Thisbe and all was well. 

Seth peered into it anyway. “I can’t see anything.” 

Maiven Taveer reached into the flower bed and moved a small pile 
of rocks. She pulled out a dirty, tarnished key, then wiped it off and 
inserted it into the lock. She turned it hard. It clicked, and the door 
opened a crack. The cat bolted down the alleyway. Maiven peered in. 
Satisfied, she looked back at the others. “Thank you for seeing me 


home,” she said. “I wish you success in your venture, and I hope you 
find your way back here again someday. You know where to find us if 
you do.” 

Maiven looked at Thisbe and hesitated, as if she wanted to ask the 
questions that had plagued her since she'd heard Thisbe talk about 
the images. But then she glanced at Rohan, who was painfully silent. 
Perhaps he’d have answers for her. Seeing his face, she touched his 
arm and pulled on his sleeve. “Come. You can help me clean up this 
place.” 

Thisbe stood at the back of the group. She couldn’t bear to see 
Rohan’s face or she might abandon the others immediately, though 
she knew that would be a bad decision in the long run. Finally she 
stole a glance at him, and their eyes connected. “Good-bye,” she 
mouthed. 

“Good-bye, pria, said Rohan. And then he turned and fled into 
Maiven’s house. 

Maiven smiled. She lifted her hand to them, her gaze lingering on 
the twins, and then just on Thisbe. “Thank you for coming back and 
saving me,” she said softly. “Pll never forget what you did.” After a 
moment she nodded her farewell and closed the door. 

Thisbe’s eyes flooded. 

Kaylee clasped her hand to her heart, then silently went up to the 
girl and offered a hug. Samheed’s eyes grew moist. Hed continued 
watching Thisbe and Rohan, moved by their sadness. Now he pulled 
out the notebook again. He flipped it open to a blank page and stared 
at it. Then he produced the pencil and began to scribble a few 
halting notes. Perhaps he could find words again after all with this 
most heartbreaking story playing out right in front of him. 


A boom in the distance announced the volcano’s presence. There 
was no time for sentiment. The anxious group headed to the edge of 
the market square, and Thisbe showed them the way over the hill 
and down to the lakeside. The volcano stood upright and ready, its 
gaping maw large enough to swallow even the biggest of Artiméans 
with a single gulp. 

Thisbe and the other mages, along with Talon and Simber and 
Kitten and the flock of red-and-purple birds, all took the short flight 
through the air to the center of the lake. They hovered above the 
volcano, watching the smooth glassy surface of the water start to 
shiver. It was almost time. Fifer glanced at Simber, but he wouldn’t 
look at her. Again her stomach twisted. Was she making a terrible 
mistake? Perhaps she was letting her guard down too much after 
being so careful. They weren't home safely yet. What if something 
awful happened and Fifer ended up losing someone on this journey? 
Why did this have to be so hard? 

The fliers lowered the others onto the base of the volcano. Fifer 
spread out the hammock and instructed the birds to stand on it. She 
wrapped them carefully up inside and gathered the ropes. They 
rested quietly and waited, trusting their commander. 

Thisbe called out a reminder of the plan to her companions: Try to 
breathe shallowly. Don’t panic. Follow her through the first bright 
hole in the network. 

Everyone was ready. The volcano began to descend. The rescue 
team took huge breaths and held on to one another and the 
hammock ropes. Then the volcano went under. Water spilled into the 
hole, and one by one the group got sucked down into the volcano’s 


mouth. 


Underwater, zooming inside a thin air pod next to Fifer, Thisbe 
felt her heart and lungs thudding beneath her skin. The only thing 
she knew to do was what Sky had told her. She peeled open her eyes 
against the pressure and speed and managed a glance behind her. 
She saw several more transparent pods in a line. Relieved, she 
focused on spotting and guiding everyone toward the first light. 


Hopefully, their journey would be over in a matter of minutes. 





To the Rescue? 


Unbeknownst to Thisbe and the rest of her group, Aaron and Pan and 
their team had been traveling to rescue them. Now the ruler of the 
sea neared the great gorge between the worlds for the very first time 
from the air. She soared regally with her new magical wings. On her 
back she carried six mages from Artimé: Aaron Stowe, Sean Ranger, 
Scarlet from Warbler, Henry Haluki, and his wards, Clementi Okafor 
and Ibrahim Quereshi. Clementi wore a serious look as she tried to 
remember everything Florence had taught her about fighting. She 
knew that her skills in dance and movement would contribute well to 
her excellent spell-casting abilities. Next to her, Ibrahim was a bit 
more relaxed. He was an extraordinary painter who'd already 
managed to create a 3-D door in his first year in Artimé. Both were 
honored to join this seasoned crew. And they were determined to 
prove their worth. 

Behind Pan, four young dragons followed: Ivis the green, Yarbeck 
the purple and gold, Hux the ice blue, and Drock the dark purple. 
Drock, as usual, was a bit of a maverick when it came to the laws of 
the dragons. He flew a short distance behind the others, occasionally 


snorting fire in his uncomfortable, unruly fashion. 


The Artiméans hadn't noticed the dragons’ glazed eyes. They 
hadn't heard the roars from the Revinir. They didn’t have the first 
clue how powerful she had become. And they had no idea that the 
real reason Pan and the other dragons had so willingly accompanied 
them this time was because they were heeding a call from deep 
within themselves. A call from a single leader that had been 
controlling them for days. A roar that was due to come again. At any 
moment. 

After crossing the gorge and emerging from the mist, they neared 
the still-smoldering castle. Aaron pointed to something beyond it in 
the far-off distance to the south. “Look,” he said, concerned. 
“Something else is in flight over there.” 

“Is it Simber?” asked Henry, scanning the horizon and seeing at 
first one dot. But then his heart sank—there were several of them. 
He turned, and kept turning, seeing more and more. Sean Ranger did 
the same in the other direction. Scarlet, her face alarmed, was first to 
recognize what they were. “Theyre dragons,’ she said in awe. 
“Coming from everywhere. Hundreds of them.” 

“More dragons?” asked Clementi. “I didn’t know there were more.” 

“Neither did I,” said Aaron. “Pan, did you?” 

Pan was quiet. 

Drock snorted loudly and writhed in the air. 

Aaron’s feeling of alarm grew. 

Perched at the highest remaining point of the castle, the Revinir 
surveyed her new realm. She saw the dots too and cackled with 
delight every time another flight of dragons appeared, coming 
toward her from one of the lands they'd scattered to years before. 


Sure, the ghost dragons had turned out to be rogue. But these 


dragons were all under her spell and had been traveling for days, 
coming home. The Revinir was ready to rule alongside them. They'd 
all be under her command, of course. Just like her dragony black- 
eyed soldiers. 

Pan sped up and steered everyone toward the great ruler, ignoring 
the growing unease of her riders. 

“What’s happening?” Aaron demanded. “Pan, I think we should 
turn back. Something’s not right.” 

Pan didn’t respond. 

“Pan!” Aaron shouted. “Do you hear me?” 

Pan continued to ignore him. 

But Drock didn’t. His eyes were wide in alarm. He darted ahead to 
the front of the pack, staring at the Revinir. 

Then Pan spotted her own dear Arabis the orange at the Revinir’s 
side. Arabis was well! She was in power! Surely the Revinir would 
restore the land of the dragons to its former grandness and make 
dragons the rulers of all the worlds. It had to be so, for dragons were 
coming from everywhere! Would Pan’s old friends be among them? 
Were Gorgrun and Quince and the other ghost dragons here already? 

The Revinir rose from her perch on the top of the castle and 
flapped her wings to make her scales catch the light. Her plan was 
coming to completion. She’d taken Grimere and the castle away from 
the king. And soon, with the help of all the worlds’ dragons under 
her spell, she would rule everything in this world and beyond. Now 
that they were all coming, she just needed to solidify their 
compliance to her rulership. Ensure complete obedience. 

The dragon-woman smiled to herself, feeling the burning in her 


core. She took a deep breath, then roared out once more to all the 


approaching dragons. The sound pierced the air and reverberated far 
and wide, through the castle and rocks and mountains and even 
under the sea. 

At the sound Drock twisted and roiled in the air. He roared too, 
fire spurting from his mouth. Then he seemed to wrench himself 
from some invisible grip. He turned in the air and slammed into his 
mother, jolting the riders. 

“What are you doing?” cried Scarlet. Ibrahim clung to Pan’s back. 

Pan continued flying as if she hadn’t noticed. 

Drock roared again, then eyed the Artiméans. He drew up 
alongside Pan, causing her riders to shrink back in fear, and gave 
Aaron a most serious look. “Something is very wrong here,” Drock 
said gravely. “You must leave my mother and come with me. 


Immediately. Or you'll all most certainly die.” 
» >» » 


The Revinir’s roar made it all the way into the volcano network, to 
Thisbe. 

Just as the girl spied the first circle of light, the call shook her, 
stealing her breath. Thisbe’s sight left her. She grew paralyzed and 
panicked in her travel pod as the familiar images bombarded her 
senses more powerfully than ever before. Her body slackened. Her 
senses faded away. She couldn’t move or breathe or speak. She 
couldn't tell anybody or do anything but float there, caught in the 
volcano network. 

The first circle of light passed by them without Thisbe aiming for 
it, confusing the team. Then the second went by as well. By the time 


Fifer and the others figured out what was happening, it was too late. 


Thisbe had lost control. They’d missed their stop. Now no one knew 
what to do. They couldn’t communicate. They didn’t have a backup 
plan. 

Fifer felt the familiar tightening in her stomach as she reached 
out for her sister, trying and missing and trying again to grasp the 
girl’s elbow. Finally she got it and hoped the others behind her were 
paying attention. Dread filled her. Her instincts had warned her, but 
she'd turned against them. Shed made a mistake—a terrible, horrible 
mistake—and put all of these people and creatures in danger. Now 
they were stuck in a foreign place between worlds with only a little 
air and a leader who was overcome. More circles of light passed the 
team by. 

Fifer had no choice but to fix this, and no time to plan or 
strategize. She was in emergency mode, and she had to make a 
decision fast, before it was too late to save them all. With Thisbe 
limp and unconscious next to her, Fifer tightened her grip and eyed 
the next portal, which glowed with an unappealing gray, eerie light. 
Strange, sinister markings decorated the interior of the volcano’s 
mouth. Despite its uninviting look, Fifer pointed her head toward it 
and raggedly tried to take a breath, feeling the pressure around her 
get stronger as the opening grew larger and the gray light became 
brighter. Fifer hoped all the others would follow. She hoped she 
hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of her life. 

She hoped her worst nightmare wasn’t about to come true. 





Alone and Away 


Sky stood on the edge of the Island of Fire, her clothes dripping and 
her head aching. She hadn’t gotten knocked out this time, at least, 
thanks to Issie’s baby. 

But shed made it—she’d made it home. Close to it, anyway. She 
could see Warbler Island in the far-off distance. If only there were a 
way to get there. She glanced beside her at her new sea monster 
companion. Issie’s baby had gone down the volcano with her in Lake 
Grimere, in the land of the dragons. Now the sea monster lounged on 
the base of the volcano island, soaking up the sun, but keeping a 
cautious eye on the waters around them—perhaps she knew of the 
deadly eels that trolled these waters. 

Sky shivered. Her clothes were still wet. Knowing the island could 
plunge underwater with little warning, she considered her options. 
Should she go down with it and travel through the volcano 
transportation network again to try to find Thisbe and Rohan? Or 
stay here and access the enclosure under the island so she could ride 
out the plunging process and wait for it to come back up? 

Swimming to Warbler by herself was out of the question. It was 


way too far. But what if Issie’s baby had the stamina to help her? Sky 


studied the sea monster. She was about twice the length of a large 
human—and much thicker, too. The creature was friendly, though in 
a standoffish way. And she’d been helpful in guiding Sky to the right 
portal hole, as if she somehow understood where Sky wanted to go. 
Perhaps the baby had been here before, but the eels had kept her 
from returning. 

Sky had aimed for the first portal, but Issie had blocked her from 
going toward it. Shed also blocked the next four after that. Sky had 
fought panic, feeling like she could trust Issie’s baby to see her 
through. After all, the creature had saved Sky before. As they'd gone, 
with Sky breathing shallowly in her little bubble, she noticed that 
each circle of light—which was a volcano’s open mouth to a different 
world—had a slightly different appearance. The first two had 
warmer hues of light shining into the watery network: one deep 
green, one gold. The third portal was oval shaped instead of round 
like the others. The fourth was just a thin sliver of light, as if the hole 
had some sort of loose cover over it. The fifth was the largest hole, 
with shadowy gray overtones and sinister, glowing, ancient etchings 
lining the interior of the volcano’s mouth. 

Issie’s baby had steered Sky especially far away from that opening, 
as if she were afraid of getting too close. But once they'd passed it, 
she'd veered toward the sixth portal, whose opening shimmered with 
a ring of fire. Sky had followed her out through that one. The 
protective air bubble kept her safe from the fiery ring, and as she'd 
flown through the air and landed hard on the water, she saw that she 
was home. 

Issie’s baby was definitely a champion, but that didn’t mean she 


could give Sky a ride all the way to Warbler—the creature had hardly 


let Sky touch her. Not to mention Warbler was very far away. It could 
take more than a full day to swim it. Sky wasn’t sure she'd be able to 
hold on to anything for that long. 

“But I also don’t want to get sucked down into that crazy Volcano 
Express again,’ Sky muttered. “Now that I’m here in the proper 
world, I’m staying.” She moved to the part of the shoreline that was 
directly above the sliding glass door that led to the huge underwater 
sanctuary. That part had once housed pirates who'd been accustomed 
to the irregular plunging and rising volcano. The place was deserted 
now, and parts of it were destroyed. Sky could shelter down there if 
necessary, but not for long. There was likely no food. No drinkable 
water. She wouldn't be able to last long. And then what would she 
do? Grow weak before trying something else? She was in a race 
against time. 

“Tm going below,” Sky announced to Issie’s baby. 

The sea monster sat up. When Sky dove into the water and began 
swimming down toward the entrance, Issie’s baby followed, looking 
around fearfully. 

Sky approached the sliding door and peered inside a small entry 
chamber and beyond, to the interior of the living space. The place 
was a shadow of its former self—the gardens were reduced to 
withered plants and trees. The drop-down seats along the walls, 
which had been used to keep the occupants of the Island of Fire safe 
when the island plunged, were in various states of disrepair. 

Locating the button, Sky opened the sliding door. She swam 
inside a small chamber and moved to one side so the sea monster 


could join her. She closed the outer door behind them, then opened 


the inner door. The water around them poured out over a large floor 
grate and drained away. 

They walked in, and Sky grabbed an old towel from a hook to dry 
off a little. Though she’d spent a lot of time on this island studying 
the causes of the volcano’s rising and falling actions, shed chosen to 
enter the place only a handful of times. In her work, shed been 
intent on stopping that motion, thinking this could be a more stable 
home environment someday. But now she realized that if she 
succeeded, this volcano would no longer work in the intricate 
volcano network. And then Thisbe might never be able to get home. 

“Tve put so much work into this place,” Sky lamented as she and 
the sea monster went toward the kitchen. “And now I have to stop.” 
She rummaged through cabinets and drawers, looking for anything 
that could be useful—food, water, or tools. She knew there had once 
been a few pirate ships tied to this island, but they had all been 
seized in the final battle between Artimé and Eagala and the pirates. 
Was there anything here that Sky could use to make a raft? Then, at 
least, she’d have a chance. 

Just then Sky froze, struck by a thought. What would Thisbe do 
without the help of Issie’s baby when she tried to find Sky? Not only 
would the girl have to know which portal to take, but when and if 
she did make it back to this world, shed be just as stuck on this 
island as Sky was now. Would Thisbe think to come down here? Did 
she even know how to access this living space? 

Sky looked at the sea monster. “When this island shivers, you 
must go back to Grimere and find Thisbe,” she said. “Will you do 
that? She'll probably be coming . . . though I’m not sure when. It 
could be a while.” Could Sky stay in this forsaken place until Thisbe 


showed up? There was nothing here to sustain her. How long would 
it take for Thisbe to save Maiven in the burning castle? It might take 
days. And would Thisbe return to the lake right away? Sky had no 
answers. 

She reached out tentatively, and the sea monster dipped her head. 
“You need a name,’ she said, pulling back. “How about Isobel? It’s 
like your mother’s, but different enough.” She tried out the name a 
few times. “Isobel, will you go down with this volcano when the time 
comes and try to fetch Thisbe? Look for her everywhere.” 

Isobel blinked her big brown eyes. Droplets of water still clung to 
her lashes. The monster seemed agreeable. 

Knowing time was of the essence, Sky searched the underwater 
island as quickly as she could. But if anything useful remained in this 
place, it was hidden well out of her sight. She wasn’t sure how much 
time she had before the volcano would plunge again, and Isobel 
needed to be outside in the water when it happened. 

When Sky felt a slight tremor through her shoes, she knew they 
had to hurry. “Through the hatch!” she shouted. “Let’s go!” Isobel 
followed her into the exit chamber. Sky closed the interior door. She 
held on, staying inside the chamber, and opened the exterior door. 
Water poured in. When they were fully immersed, Isobel swam out 
and disappeared. Sky peered out through the murky water, making 
sure Isobel was staying near the island. 

Certain that Isobel understood what she needed to do, Sky closed 
the outer slider, then went back inside. Foregoing the towel in her 
haste, she ran to the nearest jump seat and buckled in. 

It didn’t take long. With another slight tremor, the volcano 
slammed down into the sea. Sky gripped the seat and gasped. 


When the motion stopped, Sky opened her eyes. She peered out of 
the glass walls into the dark sea. She unbuckled and slid off the seat, 
determined to hunt for sustenance while she waited for Thisbe, and 
prayed that the girl would quickly return to Lake Grimere so Isobel 
could find her. 

As Sky rounded the main floor, heading for the stairs to the lower 
chambers, a large, slow movement outside the glass island caught 
her eye. She turned to look, her heart catching in her throat. Was it 
one of the horrible eels? But no—an enormous blue creature floated 
slowly around the glass, as big as a whale. 

In fact, it was a whale. Sky gasped. She turned and ran to the glass. 
“Spike!” she screamed, pounding on it. “Spike Furious! It’s me! Come 
back!” 

The whale sped up and circled away from the island. 

Sky jumped up and down, waving and yelling. “Spike! Spike!” 

The creature disappeared into the murk. 

“SPIKE FURIOUS!” screamed Sky. 

Slowly the outline of the whale sharpened again as she turned 
back toward the noise. Then one of her big eyes peered through the 
glass and saw the human who had been lost. The one whom the Alex 
loved. The Sky. 

An expression of pure joy washed over Spike Furious’s face for the 
first time in a long time. And while the intuitive whale knew beyond 
a shadow of a doubt that the Alex was gone forever, she also knew 
that the Sky from Warbler was alive. She was here! And Spike 
Furious had found her! 

“Spike!” Sky cried again, and ran for the exit chamber. She 
smashed the button that had closed the door behind her, took a deep 


breath, and opened the door to the depths of the sea, hanging on 
tightly as the water pounded over her. 

When it settled, Sky peered out. Seeing Spike waiting, she swam 
into the murky water and grabbed on to her fin. She rode swiftly 
toward the top of the sea, gripping the beautiful creature. As they 
went, Sky pressed her cheek against Spike’s silky skin. She began to 
shake. Soon sobs forced their way out, her tears adding to the salty 
water. 

Spike Furious broke the surface. Sky collapsed on her back, 
overcome with emotion. Sadness and happiness. Relief. Great joy 
shrouded in the most devastating ache. 

Sky had made it. She’d survived everything that had come her way. 
And now, finally, after all she’d lost, after all she’d been through, Sky 


was going home. 
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A Hasty Decision 


Aaron Stowe, head mage of Artimé, stared hard at Drock as the small group of 
mages and dragons flew toward the castle Grimere in the land of the dragons. The 
dark purple dragon was known to be troubled. He was the least reliable by far of all 
of Pan’s brood. Yet he was the only one making sense right now. 

“You must listen to me,” said Drock in a low voice. He dropped back in flight so 
his face was next to his mother’s flank, near where Aaron and the other humans 
rode. “You and your party should leave my mother’s back and climb onto mine. I 
will take you home.” He glanced around at Pan and his siblings. All of them had 
glazed eyes and were intent on heading toward the Revinir and the castle. “It’s a 
dragon curse. She’s calling to us with her roar. They’re all being controlled by the 
Revinir, but I... So far I have resisted it. Pm the only one.” 


k) 


“But—” said Aaron. A moment ago he’d urged Pan to turn around, and she’d 
ignored him. And... this was Drock. If Drock was making sense, did that mean that 
Aaron might be the confused one? He turned to watch as hundreds of dragons flew 
toward the castle Grimere, coming from all directions. Drock was right. The 
Revinir had to be controlling them with her roar. Calling to them, as Drock said. It 
seemed clear by the way the dragons in their party were all acting, and had been 
acting lately. 

Aaron thought it through again: The Revinir was controlling Pan, the ruler of 
the sea, and her children. Most of them, at least. Was it possible that Drock could 


be somehow unaffected? Or ... could the difficult young dragon be leading them 
into a trap? 

Getting away from hundreds of fire-breathing dragons didn’t seem like a trap. 

But switching dragons in midair wasn’t exactly an easy task. At least they 
weren't flying over the gorge between the worlds anymore, but a fall to the rocky 
eround from this height would be just as deadly. 

Aaron’s face shone with sweat. His lips were pressed tightly into a gray line. “I 
don’t know what to do,” he muttered, and turned to Henry. “What do you think?” 

“I don’t know either.” Henry was anxious too. He glanced at Sean and Scarlet 
and two of his children, Ibrahim and Clementi, who rounded out their party. They 
all seemed uneasy. Uncertain. And they all desperately wanted to find their fellow 
Artiméans on the rescue team, who were seemingly lost in the land of the dragons, 
and bring them to safety. They'd been traveling days to do so! Turning back now 
seemed like a lost opportunity, a waste of precious time. But there was nothing that 
felt safe about moving forward into this situation. 

Sean leaned in. “This doesn’t look promising at all. I know we want to find our 
loved ones, but we won't last more than a minute against the Revinir and her new 
dragon army.” 

“I agree,” said Scarlet, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “But how do we 
know Drock is trustworthy?” 

“Hurry!” said Drock, trying to fly steadily close to his mother without knocking 
into her. Pan seemed not to notice him or what he was attempting to do. She and 
Ivis and Hux and Yarbeck soared straight and true toward the castle, like all the 
other dragons. Right into the heart of danger. 

Aaron’s blood pounded in his ears. He felt light-headed. Dragons were not 
something to mess around with. And the six mages, no matter how powerful they 
might be, wouldn’t have a chance against this mob. He ripped his fingers through 
his hair, agonizing over the options, then absently checked his pockets, feeling for 
heart attack spells. He had plenty of them and was prepared to fight. What if the 
Revinir was holding the rescue team captive? What if they were in that castle 
somewhere? What if they were so close to them—could they really turn around 
now? Kaylee was among the ones they sought. What would she think if she knew 
he’d done that? 

Aaron regarded Drock again. The dragon’s eyes were clear. He was the only one 
engaging with the Artiméans, responding to them. And despite the young dragon’s 
salty disposition, he was the only one Aaron felt like he could trust in this moment. 


Instinctively Aaron knew something was wrong here, and it was obvious Pan wasn’t 
acting like an ally. Their missing loved ones might be nearby, but there was no way 
this group could take on the army of dragons without being killed. Most of them 
anyway. Aaron had to be wise in his role. The people of Artimé were counting on 
him to make good decisions. To bring this rescue team home alive. To be a good, 
smart leader, even if he didn’t want this job. Besides, he couldn’t stand the thought 
of Frieda Stubbs and the other dissenters having even more ammunition against 
him—they’d made his life miserable enough without that. 

The head mage swallowed hard. Holding on to Pan’s neck, he crawled along the 
dragon’s back and beckoned to his team to follow. “Let’s go with Drock,” he said. 
“Back home. Before it’s too late.” 





A Tinge oF Gray 


By the time Fifer and Thisbe Stowe and the others in their party were exploding 
out of the volcano into the dingy gray light of a strange world, it was far too late to 
turn back. They burst up and flew wildly in all directions, then slammed hard into 
the murky water surrounding the volcano. 

Fifer hung on to Thisbe for all she was worth, knowing that her sister was 
currently stuck in the throes of one of the Revinir-roar episodes that rendered her 
nearly paralyzed. Left alone, Thisbe would certainly drown. Once Fifer could catch 
her breath and wipe the slime from her face, she called out to Simber. 

Simber, who'd stayed in the air upon his emergence into this world, shot over to 
the twins and plucked them out of the water, then brought them to the edge of the 
volcano. He went back for Kaylee, Samheed, and Lani while Talon collected Seth 
and Crow. Some of Fifer’s birds managed to untangle well enough to go after 
Carina and pull her ashore. 

Once everyone had been collected and brought back to the volcano, all of them 
in varying degrees of pain from the violent expulsion, they sat stunned and 
dripping dirty water. They tried to clean off, taking in their surroundings as they 
did so. 

Fifer, the acting leader of the team since Alex had died, looked to Simber to see 
if he wanted to discuss what to do next, but anger was etched in the cheetah 
statue’s face. Clearly he needed a moment, so Fifer stayed near Thisbe instead and 
tried to hold in her own frustration about the mistakes that had led them here. 


Thisbe’s reaction to the Revinit’s call had definitely cost them. Fifer glanced at her 
sister, who was still knocked out from it. 

The iridescent scales that peppered Thisbe’s arms and legs caught the dim light. 
Fifer saw that the scales lay flat now, but she had seen them stand up before. She 
took a moment to study them, wondering how they felt, then tentatively ran her 
forefinger over Thisbe’s forearm. The scales’ edges were sharp, but not enough to 
cut her. They were admittedly beautiful, like natural jewelry—almost beautiful 
enough to tempt Fifer into drinking some of the dragon-bone broth, which had 
caused them to appear. Not that she had access to it, so it wasn’t really an option. 
Besides, would any human really want to have permanent scales? Did Thisbe hate 
them? Resent them? Or... maybe she loved them. The dragon-bone broth had 
definitely given Thisbe some otherworldly, mystical powers, though they appeared 
to be small and as yet undefined. Fifer nibbled on her lip, reluctantly admiring the 
scales. When Thisbe stirred, Fifer took her hand away and turned again toward 
Simber, gauging his level of crankiness. He still seemed extra mad. 

Eventually Thisbe groaned and sat up, not quite sure what had happened. The 
look on Fifer’s face made her afraid to ask, but she did anyway. “Where are we? Is 
Sky here?” Thisbe winced and looked all around, feeling guilty. This was all her 
fault. The grim silence confirmed that Sky was nowhere to be found in this 
depressing place. 

Once the last of the waves created by the volcano’s emergence ricocheted off the 
shores of the distant mainland, the lake around them became eerily still. Hordes of 
insects gathered and buzzed just above the surface. Occasionally a mysterious 
ripple stirred the water. 

On the mainland, a thick layer of mist hovered over a city of ancient ruins. 
Kaylee clambered partway up the volcano and peered toward it. “No people over 
there,” she reported. “At least none that I can see from this distance.” But she 
spotted all sorts of bushes along the shoreline bearing colorful fruit, a stark 
contrast to the rest of the world. “There’s potential for food if we need it,” she 
added. “I don’t know about this water, though.” She wrinkled her nose at the dank 
lake and sniffed her sodden clothes. “We shouldn’t drink it unless we get really 
desperate, and even then we'll have to boil it.” There was nothing resembling 
firewood anywhere on the rocky volcano. 

“Maybe there’s a well on land,” Carina said, pointing to the ruins. “Or a 
freshwater river.” 


“We'rrre not going anywherrre,” said Simber in an angry growl. “We’rrre staying 


herrre all togetherrr until this volcano sinks and takes us with it.” 

Fifer glanced nervously at the stone cheetah and stood up. “It’s going to be fine,” 
she declared with confidence she didn’t feel. And though it felt natural to be in this 
leadership role, her voice wavered. “It’s just a small setback.” 

“It was a huge mistake,” Simber roared. “I should have neverrr let you talk me 
into it.” 

“I suppose the alternative was better?” snapped Fifer. “Splitting up?” She knew 
the cheetah was right, but she didn’t like admitting it. She felt flush with guilt, even 
though it wasn’t her fault that Thisbe had stopped guiding them in the middle of 
everything with absolutely no warning. “We'll be out of here in no time. It’s . . . it’s 
just a glitch.” 

“Glitch, smitch,” Simber said under his breath. Fifer ignored him. 

“Tm sorry, everybody,” Thisbe said, feeling frustrated and downcast. She flexed 
her aching joints and got slowly to her feet. “I didn’t realize that the Revinir’s roar 
could affect me outside of Grimere.” Remnants of frightening images still flashed 
before her eyes and hovered at the edges of her mind. Her heart sank. It was 
terribly worrisome and depressing knowing that the dragon-woman’s range was so 
broad. Her roar had traveled all the way into the volcano network that led to other 
worlds! Would Thisbe ever be able to get away from it? Wouldn’t there be any 
relief once they made it home? 

Fifer’s mouth twitched in frustration. She wanted to lash out, to blame her sister 
outright so that Simber wouldn’t be so mad at and disappointed in her. But she 
knew Thisbe couldn’t help what had happened. And lashing out would make Fifer 
feel even worse in the long run, so she kept quiet and sipped sparingly from her 
canteen. They didn’t know how long they'd be here before they’d get sucked back 
down. And then what? Which portal would they try next? How long would this go 
on before they found their world? This wasn’t nearly as easy as Thisbe had made it 
out to be. 


Tense hours passed. Gray clouds hung low above them, heavy and stifling. They 
could scarcely see the mouth of the volcano they'd been thrown from because it was 
shrouded in mist. A bit of the top of the volcano still smoldered, leaving a growing 
layer of smoke trapped in the atmosphere to intermingle with the clouds. It was 


hard to take a deep breath. There was no wind, just the occasional ripple on the 
water. No one noticed any movement on the mainland. 

Simber let go of some of his anger, and eventually he and Fifer talked quietly, 
trying to come up with a plan. Thisbe brooded by herself, thinking all sorts of 
troubling thoughts, like the fact that she was the cause of this problem. It was 
obvious that Fifer was annoyed with her, and Thisbe didn’t blame her. She knew 
Fifer would soften up eventually, but it didn’t make her feel better. Perhaps because 
of the depressing setting, Thisbe’s mind strayed to thoughts of Alex’s death. About 
how she hadn’t been very nice to him the last time she’d seen him. This kind of 
guilt plagued her whenever she was feeling down, and it wouldn’t leave her mind 
now. 

Seth stayed near Thisbe at first, ready to help if she needed anything. But she 
didn’t seem to want to talk to him. After a while he went to the water’s edge and 
peered at the surface. He noticed the occasional ripples and squinted at them, 
trying to get a better view in the dim light. “I think I saw a fish,” he said, looking 
over his shoulder to where the others sat. It was never too soon to scope out food 
options—he’d learned that much over the past many months. 

Carina got up and joined her son. “Where?” 

Seth pointed to where he'd seen a ripple, but it was gone. “Just wait,” he said. 
“There will be another one.” 

They waited patiently. Carina pulled a long, heavy fishing line out of her 
rucksack and began to untangle it. “I’m not sure I want to eat a fish that lives in 
water like this,” she muttered, “but I suppose we can’t be choosy under the 
circumstances.” She knelt and looked around for anything that resembled a worm 
to bait her hook. 

A movement and a small splash a few feet out caught Seth’s eye. “There,” he said, 
pointing. “Nice and close. Did you see it? It’s big.” 

Circular ripples spread out from the spot where Seth was pointing. 

Carina tossed her line toward the area, then wrapped the other end around her 
arm several times to give her some leverage in case the fish was as big as Seth 
seemed to think. She held the string slack with both hands and waited. 

Seth leaned over the water, looking for the telltale flash of a silvery fish belly. 

With a loud surge, a giant, bug-eyed eel rose up, its huge jaws agape. It clamped 
on to the fishing line and slammed its body into Seth, knocking him off balance on 
the uneven, rocky ground. The eel squealed and sank, pulling Carina in with it and 


dragging her under the water. Seth’s feet slipped on the damp rocks, and he fell in 
after her. 





Another Try 


meed and Lani charged for the shore—they’d seen eels like this one before. “Get 
back!” Lani shouted to the others. “Move away from the edge” As Talon came 
flying over, Samheed dove in and grabbed Seth. He yanked him, sputtering and 
coughing, to shore. There was no sign of Carina. 

“Mom!” Seth cried as he scrambled up the rocks. “Somebody get her!” 

“Tm trying!” said Talon, flying over the area and peering anxiously at the water. 
He’d seen one of his best friends, Lhasa the snow lion from Karkinos, get snatched 
up by one of these giant deadly eels. Luckily, Kitten had been able to save her 
fellow feline with one of her lives, or Lhasa would be dead now. As Simber joined 
him in flight, Talon rose to get a broader look, searching intently for any sign of 
movement as the surface went still again. 

“What can we do?” Kaylee asked, grabbing at her empty sword hilt, momentarily 
forgetting that she’d lost her sword in the moat around the castle Grimere. She 
stood back helplessly. 

“Simber, do you see anything?” Fifer called. 

“Therrre!” growled Simber, and jaws agape, dove without hesitation into the 
lake. Talon charged after him, staying just above the violent splashing that ensued. 
The eel’s tail flipped above the water, swatting at Talon. The bronze giant deftly 
caught the end, sinking his steely fingertips into the flesh. He wrapped his legs 
around it and flapped his wings wildly to keep from getting pulled down. He hung 


on with all his might while the eel batted him around, slamming him over and over 
against the surface of the water. 

“He’s whipping him around like a pool noodle!” Kaylee shouted. 

Nobody else knew what a pool noodle was, but this was no time for inquiries. 
Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth edged closer to the water despite the warnings. Seth went 
from clutching his drenched shirt to clutching his head in disbelief and anguish. 
“Mom” he yelled again, though it did nothing to bring her back. 

An agonizing minute passed. Where was Simber? Had he been crushed by the 
giant serpentlike fish? Had Carina been able to get a breath before she’d been 
pulled under? Was she even still alive and struggling to untangle herself, or had the 
eel squeezed the life out of her? How long could Talon hang on to the slimy 
creature’s tail? 

With every violent twist of the eel, Talon wrenched toward the volcano. Soon 
the Artiméans could tell that Talon was slowly pulling the eel out of the water and 
closer to them. Samheed watched for a moment, then looked around frantically. 
Seeing Fifer’s bird hammock spread out, he lunged for it. Grabbing the longest 
rope, he ripped it loose from the fabric. “Come on, everybody!” he called. Coiling 
the rope, he bounded partway up the side of the volcano with Lani rolling over the 
rocks in her magical contraption behind him. Kaylee followed. “Everyone!” 
Samheed said again. “Up here! Talon, try to come this way!” 

Confused, Fifer and the rest followed Samheed up the side of the volcano. 
Stopping on a large ledge, Samheed partially uncoiled the rope and handed the 
loose end to Lani. Then he cast a magic carpet spell and climbed on it. He 
commanded the carpet to move to Talon and uncoiled the rope slowly as he went 
out over the water. 

“What’s he doing?” Fifer demanded once she and the others reached the ledge. 

“Everybody grab on!” Lani handed the slack end of the rope to the ones behind 
her, then locked her wheels and gripped a new spot a short way up it and leaned 
precipitously over the edge. 

“Oh, I see!” said Thisbe. “Were going to help pull Talon and the eel.” 

“Precisely,” said Lani. “Everybody hold tight and plant your feet behind rocks. 
Get ready to reel them in. Just don’t yank too hard, or we'll pull Sam off the 
carpet.” 

They stood in a line, positioning themselves behind boulders for support, as 
Samheed inched closer to Talon. 

Talon yanked and strained, moving little by little toward Samheed and the 


volcano. 

“Hurry up,” Seth muttered, his normally pale cheeks red with exertion. He knew 
his mother could hold her breath for seven minutes, like most of the humans here, 
but time was ticking. And if she hadn’t had a chance to get a breath before the eel 
yanked her under, she would be in big trouble by now. Seth’s own breathing was 
shallow and quick, and he felt an old familiar panic swelling inside his chest. He 
gripped the rope tighter, his hands beginning to tremble. 

“She’s going to be okay,” Thisbe whispered comfortingly from behind him. She 
recognized the panic signs and understood what was happening to him. “Focus on 
something and take slow, deep breaths.” 

Seth gulped and nodded and tried to breathe more slowly. 

“Come on, Talon!” Samheed shouted, jiggling the end of the rope. “Almost 
there!” 

Finally, with a huge lurch, Talon reached for the rope that Samheed held out to 
him. But the eel began to slip from his other hand, so he grabbed on again. Neck 
outstretched and mouth open, Talon lunged and grabbed the end of the rope in his 
teeth. The eel switched and twisted, yanking Talon and hauling Samheed off the 
magic carpet, but the theater director hung on and dangled from the rope until his 
magic carpet caught up to support him. 

“Everybody pull!” Samheed shouted to the others on the side of the volcano. “As 
hard as you can!” 

They pulled, and slowly they began to reel in Samheed and Talon. Once 
Samheed was above the side of the volcano, he hopped off the magic carpet and 
helped the others pull Talon and the eel and whoever else was still attached to the 
submerged end onto dry land. Everyone stared at the rope as they strained, 
pleading silently that Carina would soon surface. 

With its tail fully out of the water, the eel fought harder than ever. But Simber 
soon appeared, his jaws clamped around the eel’s throat and his wings flapping 
wildly. A second later Carina surfaced, even more tangled in the fishing line that 
was hanging from the eel’s mouth. She drew a few ragged breaths before being 
dragged back under. 

“She’s breathing!” Thisbe said, giving Seth an encouraging look. “She’s going to 
be fine.” She pulled on the rope as hard as she could—she wasn’t about to let Seth 
lose his mother. Not if she could help it. 

Seth nodded, unable to speak. But he felt a little better. 

As they strained and pulled Talon and Simber and Carina toward them, the 


volcano shivered. The still water on the opposite side of the volcano tremored. But 
because everyone was singularly focused on the rescue, none of them noticed it. 

The volcano trembled again, then shook harder and plunged swiftly downward. 
The Artiméans screamed. Fifer’s birds scattered into the air, while everything and 
everyone else was swallowed up by a heavy rush of water. 

No one let go of the rope. 

No one let go of the eel. 

Everyone but the falcons went together into the volcano network with no 
warning and no plan and no idea which portal to exit through and no clue if 
Carina and Simber were still attached to the other end of the eel. 

But someone else knew. A sleek, smooth, brown-and-purple-polka-dotted sea 
monster had been circling the volcano network on a continuous loop on a mission 
from Sky, who'd sent her in search of this very group to guide them to the right 
volcano. But Isobel the sea monster wasn’t expecting them to be dragging one of 
the horrid, deadly eels with them. She nearly passed them by in her hurry to get 
away from it, but she knew these humans were important—maybe even more 
important than her fear of eels. Isobel guided herself toward the front of the team 
near the twins, as far from the eel as she could get. Thisbe caught sight of her and, 
with a joyous look on her face, alerted Fifer and Seth, indicating they should all 
follow the sea monster. Isobel took the lead, steering the group away from several 
portals until finally aiming for one very specifically. 

Oh, please, let this be home, thought Thisbe. 

Oh, please, let my mother be okay, thought Seth, struggling even more to breathe 
now that he was in the shallow pod. 

Oh, please, let this strange monster thing get me out of this mess, thought Fifer. 

As they followed Isobel, Fifer felt in her gut that this time she wasn’t making a 
mistake like she’d done before. With confidence, the leaders aimed for a bright, 
fiery ring and went through it, exploding out and flying through the air. And then 
they landed in the familiar clear, cool waters of their own world. They were home. 

But they were still in a mess of trouble. 

As soon as Talon and Simber emerged from the top of the volcano, the two 
began flapping their wings, holding a strong grip on the giant eel, straining to keep 
the thing out of the water so they could control it better. 

Carina dangled by the fishing line a short distance from the eels mouth. But 
now that she could breathe, she came to her senses and tried to untangle herself. 


Frustrated and getting nowhere, she grabbed hold of the line and concentrated, 
then whispered, “Dissipate.” 

The magical fishing line vanished into thin air. Carina dropped to the water 
below. Talon and Simber forced the eel back into the volcano’s gaping maw, hoping 
to contain it at least momentarily while they collected their team. 

As they attempted to do so, the volcano spat out one last round of passengers— 
the huge flock of Fifer’s falcons, who had immediately plunged after their leader. 
They dragged the torn hammock with them. Red and purple feathers flew 
everywhere. The birds appeared bedraggled but unhurt. 

Simber dodged the squawking blast and loosened his grip. Sensing it, the eel 
yanked free of its captors and dropped hard onto the side of the volcano, then 
bounced into the water and slithered away, nursing its wounds. 

At long last, everyone had made it to the land of the seven islands. Battered but 
alive. 

As they all swam to the volcano’s shore, Isobel, who didn’t normally like being 
touched by humans, dove underneath Thisbe and Fifer and lifted them up to ride 
on her back. Then she went to gather Carina as well. She brought the three of them 
to safety and climbed on shore, knowing Sky would want her to take care of them. 
Isobel worried over the group for several minutes as they recovered and squeezed 
the water from their clothes. Then something caught the sea monster’s eye. Isobel 
bounded several yards away and looked sharply out to sea, detecting something. 

“What is it?” asked Thisbe. 

The sea monster pointed a flipper, but Thisbe couldn't see anything. 

Several minutes later, Thisbe could just make out a bony spike slicing the water, 
and a person holding on to it. Soon a familiar voice called to them. “The Fifer! The 
Thisbe!” 

Everyone turned to see Spike Furious speeding toward them. Standing on the 
whale, gripping the spike, was Sky. Tears of joy and relief spilled from her eyes. 
Rather than go home to Warbler, she’d remained with Spike in the area and waited 
for the volcano to emerge, hoping to see Thisbe arrive safely with Isobel. When 
Spike drew close, Sky dove off and scrambled ashore, grabbing Thisbe in a tight 
embrace, never wanting to let go again. Then she tackled her brother and the 
others. 

Isobel looked all around. Satisfied that she’d completed her task, she slipped 


unnoticed into the water and disappeared. 


Not yet visible on the horizon, but coming swiftly from the west, Drock the dark 
purple dragon sniffed the air sharply, picking up a new but familiar scent. 
Somewhere ahead of them were the three young mages he’d come to know in the 
dungeon—the ones that Aaron was seeking. The memory of them freeing him from 
his muzzle and giving him new wings was sharp and clear. Seth’s scent, in 
particular, which was laced with anxiety and a good variety of cheeses, was more 
distinct than any other. Drock would know that boy’s smell anywhere after the 
stressful time they'd spent together. He knew the goodness level in that one was 
very high. They’d come to an understanding in that dungeon stall—they were more 
alike than different in those difficult moments. 

Drock thought he could detect a similar level of panic from Seth as he’d noticed 
that day in the dungeon—or perhaps the boy lived in this constant state of anxiety 
always, which would be regrettable. The dragon pushed onward toward the scent. 

Soon the tip of the volcano appeared on the horizon. Drock squinted, searching 
for the children, wanting to be certain before he said anything. He sped faster. 
When he finally caught sight of the flying cheetah up above the volcano, he craned 
his neck to look at the riders on his back. “Aaron,” said Drock with a rare bit of 
warmth in his voice, “it is good we left the land of the dragons. I think weve 
located the ones you seek.” 





Together Again 


[he volcano-hopping group couldn’t see Drock coming, nor did they expect him. 
With a lengthy journey ahead, an eel in the waters, and no telling when the volcano 
would sink again, and with Spike there to help transport people, they kept their 
greetings brief and all headed to Warbler Island, going at top speed aboard flying 
and swimming creatures. Everyone was ready for a proper reunion and some much- 
needed food and rest. 

Copper, the ruler of Warbler and mother of Sky and Crow, had been alerted to 
the approaching eclectic group. She and several other Warblerans were waiting to 
greet the visitors and offer a warm meal. And while shed hoped to see some 
Artiméan friends returning home, she hadn’t imagined she’d see Sky among them. 
When Copper realized Sky was there on Spike’s back, she nearly fainted from the 
shock. Word spread quickly, and the island exploded with the amazing news that 
Sky was alive and well. 

Sky ran onto the beach and fell into her mother’s awaiting arms, and Crow 
followed when he made it to shore. The three were reunited again. 

When Sky and Crow finally let go of their mother, they returned to the others 
who'd trickled to shore by now. Sky took the opportunity for a less hurried 
greeting this time, smiling through tears as she accepted condolences from her 
friends over the death of Alex and their apologies for not knowing how to begin to 
look for her and for assuming she was dead. 

Soon Copper’s chefs were serving up a feast on the beach for the entire crew. 


The Artiméans ate heartily, but there were many questions and much to talk 
about. Before they could begin to share their stories with Copper and the other 
people of Warbler, Spike, from the water, alerted them to an approaching dragon 
flying toward them. Simber confirmed it. Soon even the humans could see the 
speck in the sky. 

“Who is it?” Fifer asked Simber. 

“It’s Drrrock the darrrk purrrple,” said Simber, frowning. “He has passengerrrs.” 
Wondering why Drock would be coming from that direction and who his 
passengers might be, they waited impatiently for him. 

As Drock drew near, Simber detected who his riders were. Despite his concerns 
over seeing Drock without the other dragons, he let a rare smile escape and 
refrained from announcing the identities of the passengers to the others, thinking 
they would be more delighted to discover them with their own eyes. Soon the six 
mages on board stood up in the hollow of the dragon’s back, peering anxiously 
around the beast’s neck at the group gathered on Warbler’s shore. 

Kaylee shaded her eyes with her hand, then exclaimed, “Oh my God! Aaron! It’s 
She dropped her plate of food and ran for the surf. The dragon glided 


1? 


Aaron 
down and skidded across the water. Then his tail began to churn, propelling them 
forward. Kaylee turned back and hollered, “Everybody! Henry’s here too, and Sean! 
And Scarlet! And Ibrahim and Clementi! I can’t believe it!” 

The battered people from Thisbe and Fifers group felt new energy surge 
through them. Thatcher, Carina, and Seth all exploded to life and ran into the surf 
to greet their loved ones. Crow, straining to catch a glimpse of Scarlet, followed a 
bit tentatively, rhen abandoned his shyness and broke into a run when he saw her 
dive off Drock’s back and start swimming toward him. 

The two people in the slowest-moving relationship ever recorded reached each 
other, waist deep in waves. They faced one another for a second, then relinquished 
all decorum and embraced, holding each other like they never wanted to let go. 
Then Scarlet pulled back, took Crow’s face in her hands, and as seawater streamed 
down them, she planted a kiss firmly on the young man’s lips. Crow looked shocked 
for a second. Then he gathered Scarlet up in his arms. With a grin he kissed her 
back. 

Fifer cheered at the sight of her beloved former caretaker looking so perfectly 
happy. But Thisbe’s eyes were elsewhere. She caught Aaron’s eye, and a lump 
formed in her throat. Aaron put his hand to his heart in silent gratitude at seeing 
her. Then Thisbe and Fifer ran into the surf and skirted Crow and Scarlet, who 


were kissing again, and joined Kaylee in hugging Aaron. Thisbe couldn’t stop her 
sobs, and after a moment Aaron let go of the others and picked her up as if she was 
a little girl. He held her as they cried together. Fifer watched her brother and sister, 
her eyes filling with tears. But she didn’t worm her way into the embrace. It had 
been a very long time since Thisbe and Aaron had seen each other. 

Thatcher tackled Henry and their children in a huge group hug. They staggered 
through the water to Lani, who'd gone as far into the water as her magical wheeled 
contraption would take her. Henry broke away and threw his arms around his 
sister, and they all continued slogging to shore. 

Samheed had stayed behind, waiting with Simber and Kitten on shore. They'd 
opted to watch the dearest loved ones reconnect first before joining in. Samheed 
wore a bittersweet expression as he took in the scene: Aaron was wearing the robe 
of the head mage, and he looked so strikingly like Alex in it. Samheed glanced at 
Simber, then tipped his head toward Aaron. “So it was Aaron who brought things 
back,” he said. “Not Claire.” 

Simber nodded. “It appearrrs to be.” 

Samheed no longer held a grudge against Aaron—those feelings had subsided 
years ago. But the two had never been close. Samheed had always been much 
warmer and friendlier toward Alex—once they'd become friends, that is. And while 
Samheed could say with a fair amount of confidence that he trusted Aaron, he felt 
a slight prickling at the back of his neck seeing the man in Alex’s robe. “I’m not 
quite sure how I feel about it, Sim.” 

Personally, Simber was glad to see Aaron in control as head mage. But he heard 
the hitch in Samheed’s voice and eyed the man carefully. He knew the history 
between the two as teenagers. Simber had felt similarly about Aaron in the past as 
well—they all had. 

But the cheetah possessed information about Aaron that Samheed didn’t: Aaron 
was potentially immortal because of the magic seaweed that the scientists had used 
to save his life many years ago. And for Simber, the thought of never having to lose 
another head mage again was a great relief. Beneath Simber’s stony, gruff exterior 
was a soft heart. He wasn’t sure he could go through it again. And he’d grown fond 
of Aaron over the years. “He'll make a good mage,” Simber said carefully. 

“I know. It just seems . . ” Samheed didn’t finish. Although he was thrilled to see 
everyone, he was feeling sort of down about it. Now that they were all reunited, he 
had an even greater urge to get home and have things return to normal. Back to the 
theater. Back to teaching students. And maybe pretending like everything was 


okay, even though he knew it would be a long time before he could say that. He 
missed Alex deeply. 

He wasn’t sure what was prompting his negative feelings about Aaron—perhaps 
it was just the surprise of discovering he’d become the new mage instead of Claire. 
As Aaron broke away from his family members and came onshore to greet the rest 
of them, Samheed tried hard to shake off his uneasiness. 

It was just that Aaron looked so much like Alex with that robe on. Samheed’s 
heart throbbed painfully, but he attempted a grin and embraced Aaron. Then he 
took a few steps back as the new head mage and Simber exchanged an awkward 
hello. Feeling entirely out of sorts, Samheed kept walking backward to give the two 
privacy and allow Aaron to talk with his new right-hand statue. As Samheed 
turned away, tears pricked at his eyes and momentarily blinded him. He stumbled 
in the sand and moved more quickly as a huge wave of grief washed over him. 
Seeing Alex’s identical twin wearing the robe was truly jarring. All of Samheed’s 
worst memories of Aaron came flooding back: The time Aaron pretended to 
impersonate Alex in the first battle with Quill. The time Samheed first learned of 
Mr. Today’s death at Aaron’s hand—they’d told him and Lani just moments after 
Alex had risked everything to rescue them from Queen Eagala. And there was 
Aaron’s absolute heartlessness with his parents and family when he was leader of 
Quill. Yet Alex had kept giving Aaron chance after chance after chance. 

And now Alex was gone, and that same person who'd committed all those 
horrible acts was in charge of Artime. It was shocking to think of it like that, but 
those were the facts. Samheed continued to flee the celebration gathering, 
reprimanding himself. He should feel excitement—they’d found Thisbe and Sky, 
and they’d be home soon. But he couldn’t shake the troubling thoughts. Surely he 
wasn’t alone in thinking them. Many people disliked Aaron because they didn’t 
know all the intricate details of how Aaron had come around to being a good and 
worthy person. 

Eventually Samheed waded out into the water, not far from Drock, who 
appeared to be brooding too and not inclined to talk. Samheed dove under a wave, 
trying to clear his head. Trying to talk himself out of this funk. Aaron had been bad 
once, but he’d changed. And he'd sacrificed a lot for Artimé. Samheed knew this 
intellectually, but his heart still yanked around inside him. Was Aaron right for 
Artimé? Could he be effective as a leader after the choices he’d made? After the 
history he’d had? 

Samheed couldn't shake the doubts, though he vowed to himself to try. He owed 


it to Aaron. After all, Aaron had totally turned his life around and had played 
things right for over a dozen years. He'd apologized profusely for his wrongs, and 
he’d done everything in his power to make up for his misdeeds. Claire had forgiven 
him—that was a big moment. Kaylee had fallen in love with him, and she was one 
of the smartest people Samheed knew . . . though it was true she’d never known him 
when he was a horrible person. Aaron had even moved away from the island of 
Quill, showing no interest in ever wanting to be involved in the politics of Artimé 
—either with the magical world or against it. So why was Samheed so apprehensive 
about this appointment? 

He floated on his back for a few moments, searching for answers, until he heard 
Lani calling for him. He flipped up and waved to her, then wiped his face and 
sloshed toward the shore so he could greet Henry and the others. And hopefully 
soon he’d be able to push the harsh feelings toward Aaron away for good. 





Home at Last 


The stew arrivals até heartily while Thisbe recounted the story of her time in the 
catacombs and her escape, as well as her time spent with Sky. Then Fifer told 
Aaron and the others about her group’s agonizing journey, their battle with the 
Revinir and its tragic ending, and the search for Thisbe. Aaron listened silently to 
the tale of his twin’s death. His face was gray and etched with grief, and he was 
unable to speak for a long while. When it came time to share his team’s story, 
Aaron nodded at Henry, asking him to do it. The young healer shared how things 
had gone down in Artimé from the time the world had turned gray. 

Henry skimmed over the parts where Aaron had been challenged by the 
growing group of people who didn’t think he should be leading Artimé. He briefly 
mentioned one of the altercations, in which Aaron had felt that his son, Daniel, 
had been threatened. 

Samheed frowned and glanced at Sean, who caught his eye with a grim look. 
Was there more to this than Henry was letting on? As uneasy as Samheed had been 
feeling, he wasn’t the least bit surprised that some other people back home had 
been vocal about Aaron being in charge. Not everyone had forgiven the young man 
—not everyone knew him as well as the group gathered here. So their judgments 
were sure to be skewed. Could that hurdle ever be overcome? Samheed turned his 
gaze toward Lani, who seemed sympathetic about what Aaron was going through. 

Lani threw Samheed a warning look, as if she anticipated what Samheed might 


be thinking. She knew him well. 


Samheed looked down, abashed. He was well aware that he tended to leap to 
anger and suspicion, though now he was much better at controlling it than when 
he’d been a teenager. Back then, Lani had been a good foil to his frequent billowing 
frustrations, so he sometimes looked to her to help him gauge his levels of emotions 
and see if he was being reasonable. At this moment, Lani didn’t appear troubled at 
all that Aaron had taken the role of head mage rather than Claire. Samheed’s frown 
flickered and dissipated. Perhaps he’d just have to get used to this idea, even though 
the news had not been what he was expecting. It would no doubt grow easier to 
accept in time. He hoped the loss of Alex would too. 

Talk turned to the future and what, if anything, they should do about the 
Revinir. Thisbe opened her mouth to speak her mind about the situation and her 
intent to go back as soon as possible. But Crow and Carina and Lani immediately 
stated that they were relieved to be away from the foreign world. “I’m not eager to 
return any time soon,” Carina said. The others agreed. 

Thisbe closed her mouth and listened, a consternated look on her face. Being 
back in familiar territory had clearly given some of them new perspectives. 

“Tm ready to be home too,” said Fifer. She was exhausted—physically, mentally, 
and emotionally. 

“I need my bed for a good long time,” Seth remarked. 

“And then,” said Fifer with a yawn, “once we're rested, I think we need to have a 
celebration.” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened. She couldnt stay silent any longer. “What?” she 
exclaimed. “Celebrating what, exactly?” 

“A masquerade ball,” Fifer said decisively. “To celebrate our return! Like what 
the grown-ups did when they came back from their adventure. Only we'll do it 
with costumes, too.” 

Thisbe’s lips parted in confusion. “A . . . a ball?” Had they all forgotten that Alex 
had died on this mission? A celebration seemed terribly out of place. And a waste 
of precious time. They needed to prepare to fight the Revinir! 

As several of the others voiced their exhaustion from traveling and fighting and 
their interest in Fifer’s idea, Sky remained silent next to Thisbe. The two 
exchanged a bemused glance, as both were aghast at the thought of celebrating at a 
time like this. Neither of them felt like having a party, for a multitude of reasons. 
The mere fact that Fifer had suggested such a thing felt like a huge betrayal to 
Thisbe after how she’d said so valiantly just recently that she would go back to the 
land of the dragons with Thisbe to help rescue her people. Their people. 


Thisbe’s scales caught the firelight. She folded her arms over her chest and 
pressed her mouth firmly in a determined line. The others would come to their 
senses after a good night’s sleep back in Artimé, and then they'd all be back to 
planning the next move against the Revinir. At least Thisbe hoped so. 

Feeling hurt and outnumbered, Thisbe and Sky didn’t voice their disagreement. 
Not now. But there was no doubt in Thisbe’s mind that she would be returning to 
Rohan and to Maiven Taveer. To rescue Dev, if he was still alive, and the other 
black-eyed slaves. To end the spell that, according to Aaron’s account, seemed to 
have affected many hundreds of dragons from worlds away. It was the same spell 
that affected Thisbe and would continue to plague her until she found a way to 
stop it. It would be her life’s goal. It had to be. She couldn’t live like this, never 
knowing when the next roar would strike. Her scales quivered at the thought. 

Not to mention her people needed her. And she needed them, too. 

Certainly the Revinir knew Thisbe was hiding out somewhere. Once the 
dragon-woman had control of all of the land of the dragons, what would stop her 
from venturing here to look for her? 

Had everyone forgotten about these things? Had they lost their minds? A costume 
ball? 

Thisbe noticed Ibrahim and Clementi weren't exactly cheering the idea either. 
Instead they were throwing concerned glances her way. Thisbe smiled grimly at 
them. She didn’t know them very well—they’d been newly declared Unwanted and 
were still finding their way around Artime when Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth had 
originally snuck away on their first quest to save the young dragon captives. But 
they'd listened in horror to Thisbe’s passionate tale, and they seemed to understand 
the reason behind her strained silence. Maybe it was because they'd so recently 
been through that scary time in Quill and sent away from everything that had been 
familiar. Or perhaps they were a little bit disappointed to turn back from the 
mission they’d been excited to join. Whatever their reasons, they tapped their 
chests lightly to indicate they were with Thisbe. Their dedication made Thisbe sit 
up a little taller. It was nice to have people on her side. 

And Sky was with Thisbe too, of course. She squeezed Thisbe’s hand, and her 
face was as troubled as the girl’s. Even Samheed shot a curious look at Thisbe to see 
what her reaction was to the conversation. Her favorite instructor seemed to 
understand something wasn’t quite right about this. 

Their support was affirming. They'd figure out how to deal with this problem 
once they got home. Even Thisbe needed a little bit of comfort before steeling 


herself for the next journey. 
Eventually the party planning tapered off. Exhaustion overtook the group, and 
one by one they drifted off to sleep on the sandy beach. 


The next day Sky and Crow bade their mother good-bye. Soon the entire entourage 
was on their way home to Artimé, riding on the most unusual assortment of 
creatures: one dark purple dragon, one stone cheetah, one whale with a spike, and 
dozens of falcons carrying a hammock. It was quite a picture. 

Thisbe didn’t like heights, and she hated birds, so she rode with Sky on Spike 
Furious. Most of the ride she brooded from her spot on the whale’s broad forehead, 
her arms and legs partially encircling the bony spike and her cheek resting against 
it as she watched for her home island to grow larger. Occasional bursts of ocean 
spray kept her awake, and the wind sliced through her hair. Sky held on to the 
spike from the other side. The three led the way, with the dragon and cheetah and 
falcons following by air. Sensing Thisbe’s mood, Sky rode silently too, thinking 
about everything that had led them to this moment and how the two had grown so 
much closer through their despair and grief over Alex’s death. There was an air of 
melancholy with both of them, despite being reunited with the others and each 
other. 

“Are you okay?” Sky asked Thisbe when Artime was large in front of them and 
Spike began to slow down. 

“Not really,” said Thisbe, turning to study her. “Are you?” 

Sky was quiet for a long moment, then shook her head. “No.” She choked back 
an unexpected sob, and tears mingled with the sea spray on her cheeks. Her heart 
was broken, and her bones ached. Nothing would ever feel okay again. 

By nightfall the group made it to shore and were home at last. Fifer climbed out 
of the hammock and onto Artimeé’s lawn. She was feeling very strange, and a bit 
like a hero, though there were few to welcome her at this late hour. She’d become 
an important leader in her time away and was beginning to wonder what 
leadership in Artimé would look like now that she was home. It was a grown-up 
feeling she’d never experienced before on this island, and she liked it. Perhaps now 
people would forget that she used to be a dangerous child and put their trust in 
her. Look to her for advice. 


Before going inside the mansion, she turned to find Simber so she could check 
in with him as she usually did before going to sleep. But instead of reporting to her 
like he’d done since Alex had died, he was talking quietly with Aaron. Fifer almost 
called out to Simber, but then she realized the two were talking about leadership 
things and plans for the next day. Her lips parted, and a cold feeling rose in her 
chest. She took a few uncertain steps toward them, but Aaron and Simber didn’t 
notice her. After a moment, unsure what to do, Fifer dropped her gaze and glanced 
around self-consciously. She spied Sky and Thisbe walking arm in arm, Thisbe’s 
scales shimmering like tiny stars in the moonlight. With a sigh, Fifer followed them 
into the mansion. 

The twins moved about their apartment without talking. Fifer was weary and 
didn’t feel like sharing her confusing thoughts. What had happened felt bad. And 
embarrassing, too—she’d apparently been demoted and replaced without a word 
from anyone. Obviously she’d expected the head mage to take over once they 
returned home, but she’d thought she’d at least have some sort of transition time or 
be kept in the loop now that she’d proven herself. Or, at the very least, thanked for 
getting everyone home safely. But there'd been none of that. It wasn’t something 
she wanted to bring attention to. She didn’t think her sister would understand, 
anyway ... or care. Thisbe had been brooding and verging on quarrelsome since 
Fifer first mentioned wanting to have a celebration. Feeling miserable, Fifer 
crawled into bed and faced the wall. 

As for Thisbe, the comforts of home were a welcome sight. But her mind 
whirred, and she wore a grim expression, growing more determined than ever to 
put a stop to the Revinir and her roaring spell and return the land of the dragons 
to its rightful rulers. It was going to take a miracle, and Thisbe had no idea how she 
would succeed, especially now that Fifer and Seth were being less than enthusiastic 
about helping. But she feared this war wasn’t even close to being over. No one, no 
matter where they lived, was safe. 





An Uneasy Feeling 


Weeks passed. Aaron tried to dodge Frieda Stubbs and the dissenters, while Thisbe 
and Fifer wrestled with their individual issues and rarely saw eye to eye when they 
tried to talk. Thisbe desperately wanted everyone to work toward going back to the 
land of the dragons to fight the Revinir and save her fellow black-eyed slaves. But 
Fifer wasn’t enthused about it. She didn’t want to admit that her apparent 
demotion made her feel out of sorts and even less motivated to go on another 
quest, but that was the truth of it. What else was she supposed to be in charge of 
now but the costume ball? 

Besides, Fifer thought that Thisbe needed to lighten up. Sure, Thisbe was part 
dragon now and had a special attachment to the land of the dragons that Fifer 
wasn’t feeling. But the Artimeans had been through a lot, and they needed a break. 
She wanted Thisbe to slow down and let everyone recover after the harrowing 
months they'd endured. 

Frustrated, Thisbe gave up arguing. She spent her days working with Florence, 
the Magical Warrior trainer, so she could finally learn the traditional magic of 
Artimé and earn her component vest. She wanted the vest for the layer of 
protection it offered, but mostly she craved access to the important magical 
components she would need on her return to Grimere. She couldn’t go back 
without them. True, the magic might not work on the Revinir, who was half 
dragon now, so Thisbe was also thinking about how to take her down in other 
ways. But Artime’s magic would work on the awful soldiers who willingly served 


the dragon-woman. And she might learn something in her training with Florence 
that could help the slaves escape, which would be better than nothing. 

While Thisbe doggedly worked to catch up to her sister’s mage level, Fifer and 
Seth planned the extravaganza for all of Artime. They determined it should be held 
on the upcoming Day of Remembrance, which was also known to the Unwanteds 
as the annual day of the purge, when the Unwanteds were sent out of Quill. It was a 
time when many people of Artimé celebrated their birthdays, especially if their 
official birth date had never been noted. 

Ibrahim and Clementi would be turning fourteen. Seth, who'd been born in 
Artimé and had an official birthday, would be fourteen soon after the costume ball, 
so he’d be celebrating early. And Thisbe and Fifer, who’d been born in Quill and 
didn’t have a specific birth date that anyone had made note of, would be marking 
their thirteenth birthdays at long last. Thirteen was a special year for most children 
in Artimé, because it signaled the start of their magical-warrior training and 
working toward getting the coveted component vest. 

Fifer had already secretly trained with Florence before the rescue mission and 
had been given her component vest and access to all the magical components. That 
was why Thisbe had some catching up to do. She was determined to learn 
everything possible in the least amount of time. Plus she continued to work on her 
natural fire-based magic, going to the jungle or the lagoon in the evenings by 
herself to find secluded boulders and dead trees and sandbars to blow up. 

That left little opportunity for her to get together with Sky and her new allies, 
Ibrahim and Clementi, who seemed unwavering in their intent to help her. But it 
was critical that Thisbe take the time to do some brainstorming with them about 
what would actually work against the Revinir. Once the costume party was over 
and Thisbe had completed her magical-warrior training, they'd all have more time 
to figure things out. 

Even when Thisbe wasn’t preoccupied with determining how to defeat 
impossibly powerful enemies, she didn’t find joy in parties. The music was often 
too loud, and there were so many people around all talking at once until the noise 
level became overwhelming. It was exhausting. And she still didn’t think Fifer’s 
costume extravaganza was appropriate after all the difficulties and grief they’d gone 
through. It felt wrong to celebrate like this after Alex’s horrible death. Besides, no 
one knew what had happened to Dev. Was he even alive? 

But Aaron, who seemed uncomfortable in his role as head mage, had mentioned 
to Thisbe that he thought the party was a good way to “unite the island and go 


forward together,” despite the new situation. Thisbe was learning that this way of 
speaking was code for the dissenters being disruptive and harshly critical of him— 
which she'd witnessed firsthand since they'd returned home. Frankly, this group of 
people who had come out of nowhere seemed horrible. 

The dissenters didn’t act particularly enthusiastic to see Thisbe and Fifer home 
again either—they hadn’t forgotten that the twin girls used to be a menace to the 
people of Artimé, and often threw suspicious glances their way. Thisbe wanted her 
brother to succeed, so she didn’t confront any of them, even when they seemed to 
be talking about her and Fifer behind their backs. Instead she found herself taking 
out her annoyances on Fifer. The two argued more than either wanted to. But they 
couldn’t seem to stop. Things were tense in the room they shared. 

The unpredictable, paralyzing roars from the Revinir didn’t help and only 
confirmed that the Revinir was still trying to get Thisbe and Drock to obey. The 
call kept Thisbe even more motivated to improve her power and abilities, so she 
could fight against the Revinir. It was so disheartening that those roars could affect 
her from this distance. There was no escaping it. Fifer was sympathetic at first, but 
Thisbe often dropped to the floor and writhed around at inopportune times. 
Knowing Thisbe would come out of it eventually, Fifer’s level of concern for her 
sister’s episodes lessened. 

Nobody else but Drock could hear that frightful noise, and it shook both him 
and Thisbe. “This nightmare is far from over,” Drock said one day, staring 
worriedly to the west. 

“Is she coming?” asked Thisbe. She checked her scales, which were lying flat on 
her arms and legs. 

“Not yet.” 

“Maybe it’s not us she’s after.” 

Drock closed his eyes. “Perhaps.” But neither believed it. 

Drock, being the only dragon left in the seven islands, stayed close to Artimé 
rather than spend his time by himself at the island of dragons. Without the support 
of his family, Drock was lonely, and he struggled more and more to ignore the 
Revinir’s call. It seemed to be getting stronger every time, or at least it felt that 
way. The only thing he had going for him was that it didn’t leave him completely 
debilitated, as happened with Thisbe. On top of the physical repercussions, the 
roar reminded Thisbe that the awful monster-woman was alive and well and in 
control of hundreds of dragons and a number of black-eyed children. 

There was something about the roar that made Thisbe miss Rohan. He’d been 


nearby to help her through it the first few times. And he'd been so gentle about it, 
unlike Fifer, who seemed increasingly annoyed every time it happened. It was 
almost like Fifer was beginning to resent that Thisbe had this affliction. Once, 
when it happened during one of Fifer’s costume-ball planning sessions, Fifer got 
really frustrated at Thisbe. “I’m starting to get tired of this drama,” she muttered, as 
if Thisbe were exaggerating the effects. 

“Tm not making it up,” Thisbe said when she could speak. 

Fifer frowned. “I know.” After a minute she added, “Sorry. I was just in the 
middle of something.” 

Fifer hurried away but questioned herself about why she was so annoyed by 
Thisbe and her dragon issues. Was it because of the bond Thisbe had with that land 
now? She had such a sense of purpose. Fifer was a little bit torn about which land 
she was supposed to be loyal to. Of course she felt strongly about Artime, but that 
had lessened slightly after she’d been cast unceremoniously out of leadership—what 
would happen once the ball was over and she lost all of her responsibilities? But 
Fifer definitely didn’t feel strongly about the land of the dragons after her unhappy 
experiences there. And it didn’t seem fair that Thisbe did. She cared so deeply 
about people Fifer barely knew! Maybe that was the heart of what was causing her 
so much internal turmoil. Their lives, once inseparably intertwined, had unraveled 
and gone in different directions. Fate had forced them apart, and Thisbe had 
changed drastically from it, while Fifer felt much the same as before. 

Tears pricked Fifer’s eyes. Thisbe didn’t seem to mind their newfound 
differences, while it was breaking Fifer up inside. Maybe she should try to care less 
too, but it was hard when she felt like she was missing out on something. 


Oblivious to Fifer’s mental war and mixed feelings, Thisbe worried about Rohan, 
wondering if he was okay. Or even alive. Her stomach flipped and twisted painfully 
whenever she thought about him. She felt helpless. Surely he’d use his seek spell if 
he needed her. But what if he was trying to, and he just couldn’t do it? Even if he 
did manage to perform the spell, by the time Thisbe could get there, it would most 
likely be too late—and she wasn’t in any position to help him until she completed 
her training. These things kept her tossing and turning at night in her bed across 
the room from Fifer. In contrast, Fifer seemed to sleep like a log and have no cares 


except for planning the party. How was it possible that one twin could be so 
carefree when the other carried around the weight of the world? 

Shortly after Thisbe had arrived safely back in Artime, she’d looked at the gift 
Rohan had given her. It was a piece of paper-thin bark from a birch tree, folded in 
half. When Thisbe opened it, a diorama of a cave popped up from it, made from 
tiny sticks and curls of birch bark. Thisbe identified the all-too-familiar scene 
immediately. Cutouts of three people were sitting on logs inside the pop-up cave— 
Thisbe, Rohan, and Sky. A fire was burning, and there was a fish on a spit above it. 
Rohan had used berries and stones to add striking red, purple, and brown colors to 
it. It was beautiful, though smeared a bit. Definitely unlike any kind of art shed 
ever seen in Artimé. Upon opening it and studying the intricacies within, Thisbe 
had begged Florence for a preserve spell component so it wouldn’t tear or get 
wrecked. Thisbe pulled out the diorama whenever she felt like nobody understood 
her. It was comforting to be reminded that there was one person who did. 


Little changed as more days passed. It still felt strange to be back in Artimé. Things 
were different. And the wedge between the twins continued to grow. 

Added to that, Thisbe didn’t like the looks from dissenters and others who kept 
asking about what had happened to her. They weren’t exactly unkind, but Thisbe 
didn’t really know these people very well. All the skeptical eyes on her made her 
uncomfortable. One day Frieda Stubbs stopped Thisbe coming out of the dining 
hall. 

“Have you killed anyone lately?” asked Frieda. 

“Wh-what?” Thisbe stammered. “No! Of course not.” 

It was horrifying, and Thisbe couldn’t stop feeling disturbed by it. What kind of 
woman would say such a thing to anyone? She ran up to her room, and from that 
point she became more elusive, staying in her room whenever she wasn’t training. 
And trying to slip past people so she wouldn’t get stopped so often and have to 
retell things that were, frankly, horrible to have to relive. 

But she had to eat, and it was lonely taking all of her meals via tube in her room. 
After a few days ruminating over Frieda Stubbs, Thisbe decided she didn’t want to 
hide from anyone, bully or not. So she abandoned that practice and reluctantly met 
up with her sister for lunch and dinner most days, even though Fifer seemed 


uncomfortable about discussing their return to the land of the dragons. It just 
didn’t seem important to her now that they had left that conflict behind. 

Others joined them for meals. Thisbe tried to tell herself that things would be 
back to normal again soon. She, Fifer, Seth, Ibrahim, and Clementi often had lunch 
together in the mansion’s dining room. Usually Fifer and Seth dominated the 
conversation, which centered around their party-planning progress. Ibrahim and 
Clementi, who hadn’t experienced any kind of celebratory tradition, listened with 
the kind of awe that most new Unwanteds had in common. Despite having lived in 
the glorious mansion in Artimé for nearly a year, the lavishness of this world was 
hard to get used to after growing up in Quill. 

Thisbe sat mostly silent and withdrawn, eating quickly so she could get back to 
her lessons with Florence. Hopefully soon she would earn her component vest, 
though Florence hadn’t mentioned it lately. 

“What are you going to dress up as?” Seth asked Thisbe. 

“What’s that?” said Thisbe, startled out of her thoughts. 

“I asked what you were going to wear to the costume ball.” 

“Oh,” said Thisbe. “I have no idea. I haven’t even thought about it.” She paused. 
“Maybe I'll go as me.” 

Fifer rolled her eyes, frustration boiling up. Thisbe wasn’t even pretending to be 
interested in Fifer’s party. “She’s been a bit difficult lately,” she explained to the 
others in a teasing voice, “being part dragon and all. You'd think such a dramatic 
actor like her would be more excited about costumes.” 

Thisbe stared at her sister. “Fifer, seriously. Leave me alone about it.” 

“There’s not much time before you'll have to come up with something,” Fifer 
pointed out. 

“There’s also not much time before I need to go and save our people in Grimere.” 

Fifer looked away uneasily. “I just . . . I've been thinking about that,” she said, 
“and I feel like we all need a longer break from fighting for a while.” 

“What. About. Dev?” Thisbe said icily. 

Fifer continued to steer her gaze anywhere but at Thisbe. “I think we need a 
little time.” 

Thisbe stabbed at her plate. “I knew it,” she muttered. “You're totally backing 
out, aren’t you? You don’t care about anyone. You promised!” 

“Thisbe,” Fifer said, her voice pleading now. “You're the one who—” 

“Come on, come on,” said Seth, trying to placate them. “Whenever you two 
fight, Seth loses.” It was true. In the past when Thisbe and Fifer couldn’t control 


their magic, Seth had taken a few unintended hits. 

The twins sat in stony silence. 

Clementi and Ibrahim exchanged a nervous glance. The two girls had rarely 
fought in their presence, so it was strange to witness it. Clementi spoke up 
hesitantly. “Thisbe, I was wondering if I could join you in your private session with 
Florence sometime so I could get some extra training. For when we go back.” 

Thisbe shoved one last bite of food in her mouth and threw her napkin on her 
plate. She looked up. “Sure, Pd love that,” she said, chewing. She swallowed, and her 
shoulders relaxed slightly. “Today after Magical Warrior Training class.” She 
drained her drink, then glanced at Fifer and Seth and added in a sullen voice, 
“You're all welcome to come, you know.” 

Fifer’s face flushed. She picked up her conversation with Seth about the costume 
ball as if she hadn’t heard the invitation. Seth seemed to be really uncomfortable 
about it. 

A shadow passed over Ibrahim’s face. “I'll join you too, Thisbe,” he said. His 
angular jaw was set firm, his deep brown eyes troubled. 

“Thanks,” said Thisbe. She was eager to spend more time in the company of 
these two new Unwanteds. They were both smart and creative and really good with 
magic. And they seemed steady in their support of Thisbe’s goal. Maybe they'd be 
her new favorite people, because Fifer and Seth definitely weren't at the moment. 
She shoved her chair back and tapped her tray, making the plate and utensils fold 
up smaller and smaller until they disappeared with a pop. “Thanks,” Thisbe said 
again, feeling slightly better. “See you there.” At least she wasn’t going to have to do 
everything alone. 





Impossible To Beat 


Thisbe: Ibrahim, and Clementi spent part of each day thereafter with Florence, 
learning extra things like the adults in the advanced class were learning. Florence 
didn’t want Thisbe in the advanced class quite yet, until shed mastered the 
nonfatal spells. Though that seemed odd, since Thisbe already knew more than one 
way to kill someone if she had to. Obviously, the girl was very talented. But 
Florence explained gently that she still made some of the other Artimeans nervous 
because of her reputation as the more dangerous and destructive of the magical 
twins. They were worried for their lives, though they meant no offense. 

It didn’t seem to matter what they intended—Thisbe was offended. She'd 
learned to control her magic, but no one here had seen it. She tried not to care too 
much that people in Artimé still feared her. In fact, she wished people in Grimere 
would take up the practice of being scared of her—that would make things easier! 
Instead she focused on one thing: taking down the Revinir. But how? The way to do 
it was completely eluding Thisbe. 

One day during their private lesson, when Thisbe, Ibrahim, and Clementi were 
resting after a particularly strenuous workout with Florence, Thisbe brought up 
the topic. 

“I think we need new, more powerful magic,” Thisbe said. “If none of our spells 
work against the Revinir, we have to come up with something that will.” 

“That sounds good in theory,” said Florence. “But how will we know what will 
work if we can’t try it out until we're face-to-face with her?” 


“It just has to be . . . huge,” said Thisbe. “Super powerful. More powerful than 
anything anyone’s ever created before.” 

“Spells like that are dangerous to have around,” Florence said quietly. “We had 
one before. It’s called obliterate.” She shared with them the story of the single 
component that Alex had created when trying to take out Gondoleery Rattrapp. It 
was a spell that had obliterated a whole vehicle in Quill and had almost reduced 
Matilda, one of Artime’s dear gargoyle statues, to a pile of rubble. Not to mention 
that Sky had been close to where the spell landed—a few steps closer and it could 
have killed her. “That’s not something we want to have happen again,” said 
Florence. “We've lost enough friends and family.” 

Thisbe nodded somberly. She’d read that story in one of the books Lani had 
written. It was a sobering thought that Alex, even as good a mage as he’d been, had 
been so close to making an irreversible mistake. Why, if he’d made a mistake like 
that, had he been so hard on Thisbe and Fifer? 

“I think the dragon aspect is the biggest problem,” Clementi said. “Dragons have 
their own mysterious magic that we don’t really know much about, since they're so 
secretive. Not to mention enormous.” 

“And if all of the dragons in the surrounding worlds are under the Revinir’s 
spell,” added Ibrahim, “which is what it looked like to us, we'd need new spells that 
would work on them, too, in case they aren’t friendly to us like Pan and her kin 
are.” 

Thisbe blew out a frustrated breath. “Look. There’s a chance I can hurt the 
Revinir with my fire magic if I can find a spot where her scales are thin. But I 
highly doubt I can totally destroy her with the magic I’ve got right now. Obviously 
the boom spell is powerful, and it works great on people and creatures our size. But 
I don’t think it will work on the Revinir now that she’s a huge half dragon. It might 
not affect her at all! It’s like she’s got some sort of spell-repellent ability or 
something. Samheed told me that none of our spells affected her, not even the 
triple heart attack. The components just bounced off.” 

“We definitely don’t want anyone to go there until we know we can destroy 
her,” said Florence. “That would be foolish. You're right that we need totally 
different ammunition than what we have now. But it’s going to take some time to 
make spells that are much stronger than what we've used in the past. We need 
things we haven't thought to try before.” She scratched her ebony-colored head and 
shifted the quiver of arrows on her back. “I’m having trouble thinking of what 
could work on her, though. The way you describe her is frightening. I'm . .. not sure 


we can fight her and win. Not at this point.” She hesitated, then looked earnestly at 
Thisbe. “I hate that you are so determined to go, and in such a hurry. I just... I 
don’t recommend it.” 

“I have to go,” said Thisbe, eyes flaring, scales standing up, and a tiny plume of 
smoke coming from her nostrils. It was a strange sight—the smoke only seemed to 
happen when Thisbe felt an especially strong sense of impending danger or urgency 
about the future. “So I need your help. Don’t give up on me!” 

Florence studied her. “I won't stop you,” she said grimly. “Besides, you're of age— 
you can do what you want. And believe me, I’m excited about getting rid of that 
monster once and for all. Even if no one else will say it out loud, | know Artimé is 
in danger as long as she’s alive. She definitely knows where to find us if she wants 
to. It’s imperative that we take her out of power. Permanently this time. I just hate 
that you think you're the one who’s got to do it.” 

“Tm the best equipped. And the only one who is anxious to do it.” 

“True.” But Florence still looked troubled. “I’m going to try to delay your trip 
until I feel good about it, though. And I’m nowhere near that point yet.” 

“I guess that’s fair.” Somewhat reassured, Thisbe glanced at Ibrahim and 
Clementi. “Do you have any ideas about how to beat her?” 

“Not really,” Clementi said. “But after hearing all the stories about what 
happened over there, and witnessing what went on here while you were gone, I 
think I know one thing that desperately needs to be improved in Artime’s magical 
system.” 

“What is it?” asked Florence. 

Clementi glanced at Ibrahim. He nodded like they'd discussed this before. “We 
need to upgrade the seek spell,” Clementi said. 

“Or build a new one,” added Ibrahim. “One that actually delivers a message, so 
people can understand what the other person needs. For a communication spell, it 
seems woefully lacking. It was really frustrating for Aaron and Henry and the 
others stuck here in Artimé, not knowing what to do for you.” 

“I totally agree!” said Thisbe passionately. She rolled to her knees and began 
gesturing as she continued. “There’s got to be a better way to communicate. It 
would be great if the seek spell could work with a universal spell component, so we 
don’t have to carry all the things from everybody in our pockets. I’m not very good 
at that, obviously. Plus it takes up space that we need for the other spell 
components.” 


“This idea has been high on my list as well,” said Florence. “Ill bring it up at 


Advanced Warrior Training and see if we can get some people creating something 
more efficient.” She paused. “What else do we need? We might not have the Revinir 
figured out, but we can at least improve what we've got. Who knows—maybe we'll 
come up with something new in the creative process.” 

Thisbe’s mind began to churn out ideas based on all the needs she and Rohan 
had run into while in captivity. “Automatic lunch,” she said, remembering their 
severe lack of food in the catacombs. “And water—that’s even more important.” 

Florence nodded. 

“Something like a magic ladder would be cool,” said Ibrahim. 

“I think we could do that,” said Florence. “Though we have the magic flying 
carpets—that can usually do the job of a ladder.” 

“Not if the space is really narrow,” Clementi pointed out. “Or if we need to go 
straight up or down—the magic carpets don’t work like that. They can ascend and 
descend but need to move forward or backward at the same time.” 

“Good point,” Florence said. “I’m very glad to get your fresh thoughts on this.” 
Sensing the young mages were just beginning, she began writing things down. 

Thisbe and the other two started brainstorming more and more ideas, some of 
them a little extreme. But by the end of their session, Florence had a long list of 
things to work on with her most skilled component creators. “Just remember,” she 
said before she dismissed her pupils, “you only have so much room in your 
component vests. Too many spells might make it even harder for you to have the 
best mix in your arsenal. We need the exact right combination. And the number 
one thing that we need to figure out is how to stop the Revinir.” 

The young mages still didn’t have the first clue how to do that. And despite the 
progress they'd made, it seemed more and more like the Revinir was unbeatable. 





Finding Her Groove 


Almost everyone in Artimé was planning to dress up in lavish costumes for the ball 
—far more than just wearing masks, like they'd done in past years. To Fifer’s great 
consternation, Thisbe hadn’t put an ounce of thought into hers. Finally, after much 
prodding on the morning of the party, Thisbe went to the theater to look for 
something to wear. There she found Samheed sitting in the auditorium reading an 
old book under one of the stage spotlights. 

“What are you reading?” Thisbe asked him. 

Samheed looked up and closed the book. Like many volumes in Artimé, its 
pages were thick and wavy and yellowed from water damage, because most books 
arrived by washing ashore from some unknown place—likely coming to them 
through the Dragon’s Triangle like Kaylee and the grandfather scientists had. 

“I just finished it,” Samheed said, holding up the tome. Absently he wiped a tear 
from one eye. “It’s a book of plays I found in the Museum of Large library some 
time ago. I'd been meaning to read it.” 

“Is it sad?” 

“The one I just finished is sad, but that’s not why I’m crying.” 

“Then why?” 

“The writing reminds me of Mr. Appleblossom, my old instructor.” 

“Oh,” said Thisbe solemnly. She didn’t remember him, but everyone knew that 
Mr. Appleblossom had died fighting for Artimé. “How does it remind you of him?” 


“Mr. Appleblossom used to speak in iambic pentameter rhyme.” He opened the 
book to the last page and gazed at it. “This play is written in blank verse—which is 
unrhymed iambic pentameter. But the rhythm is similar enough to hear his voice in 
my head.” 

“Tm sorry you're sad.” 

“I miss him.” Samheed shrugged and smiled. “I miss a lot of people. What can | 
do for you?” 

“Oh—I just need a costume.” 

“For tonight?” 

“Yeah. TIl just get a cape or something.” 

Samheed frowned. “I thought you of all people would have been planning 
something very special.” 

“Yeah,” said Thisbe with a sigh. “That’s what Fifer thought too.” She was starting 
to regret that she hadn’t prepared for this. “But I’ve had a lot of other things to do. 
I'm getting ready to go back to the land of the dragons.” 

Samheed nodded solemnly. “Florence told me. She’s worried about you. Aaron 
knows you're planning this, right?” 

“Well... I mean, Pm not keeping it a secret or anything.” 

“Fair enough. You're thirteen now.” 

Thisbe nodded. All of a sudden she felt older. 

“So, tonight,” Samheed prompted. “If you had all the time in the world, what 
would you go as?” 

Thisbe explained that she didn’t even really want to go, but she felt like she had 
to—it was her birthday celebration, after all. And absolutely everyone would be 
there, with gifts and cake and Fox and Kitten leading the lounge band. So as 
tempting as it was to stay in her room, she knew she couldn’t get away with it. “I 
don’t have anything in mind at all.” She peered at the book. “What’s the sad part?” 

“You mean in this?” Samheed held it up. 

“Yes. Is there a girl in there like me? I’m sad.” 

“Are you?” asked Samheed, peering at her with concern. Then his expression 
softened. “Yes, I imagine you are. You have several things to be sad about.” He 
didn’t press her on what exactly she meant at that moment, and he didn’t share his 
own sadness for fear of diminishing hers. Instead, he went on to tell her that the 
play was a tragic love story about two young lovers named Romeo and Juliet. 
“Their families are fighting,” he said. “And they aren’t allowed to be together.” 

Even though the situation wasn’t the same, Thisbe’s thoughts turned 


immediately to Rohan and how they weren't able to be together either. Then she 
blushed furiously. “Is that the sad part?” 

“It’s one of them. But the tragic bit is that Juliet fakes her death by taking 
sleeping medicine. Romeo finds her and thinks she’s dead, so he takes poison and 
actually dies.” 

“That’s terrible!” said Thisbe. 

“Yes. But it. Gets. Worse.” 

“Tell me!” Thisbe begged. This kind of play was right up her alley. 

“Juliet wakes up, finds Romeo dead, and then takes his dagger and— 

“No!” cried Thisbe, clutching her shirt. Her eyes were wild. “Does she—?” She 
mimicked thrusting a dagger into her chest. 

“Yes!” said Samheed, delighted that Thisbe was so enthralled by the story. 

“That’s sooo gory,” murmured Thisbe. “I love it!” 

Samheed regarded her for a long moment, tapping his lips. “Then I think I know 
exactly which character you should dress up as, in order to express your reluctance 
to celebrate in this terrible time, but also show the people of Artimé that you are a 
true actor.” 

Thisbe nodded. She knew too. In the echoing auditorium, the two spoke 
solemnly in one voice. “Dead Juliet.” 





A WistFul Moment 


vamiheed and Thisbe worked up a simple costume: mask, dress, dagger, fake blood. 
Then Thisbe borrowed the book and hid out in a tree on the lawn to read the 
Romeo and Juliet play. The tree had a small reclining bough that was somehow 
magically soft to curl up in. It felt strange to be sitting in such comfort and not 
having to be constantly doing something, like collecting firewood or fishing for her 
next meal. Or saving people from burning castles. Or fighting with Fifer. It was 
nice, Thisbe supposed. For a while. 

But she couldn’t help thinking about Rohan and Maiven Taveer and the work 
they were probably trying to do... alone. It made her more determined than ever 
to get back and help them. And Thisbe knew that she alone couldn't possibly be 
enough. 

It was great that Ibrahim and Clementi were willing to help—they’d be priceless 
to have around. But Thisbe needed ... and wanted . . . her sister’s help. And Seth’s, 
too. And whoever else would come with her. Maybe after this stupid ball was over, 
Fifer and Seth would come to their senses and help her prepare. She had so much to 
do it was almost overwhelming. The biggest obstacle to overcome was creating 
spells that would be strong enough to work against the Revinir and her army of 
dragons. Thisbe still had no idea what would work. Maybe a dagger spell—Florence 
had mentioned briefly that there already was one of these, but nobody seemed to 
use it or have the component for it anymore. She’d have to ask Florence about it 
again, and any other old spells that they didn’t think were as important as others. 


Thisbe finished reading the play, finding it strangely satisfying in its tragic 
ending, because it left hope for reconciliation among those who remained alive. 
These same themes matched her mood today. She sat for a moment longer in her 
hiding place and then realized with a start that the sun was going down and the 
lounge band was beginning to set up their stage on the lawn. Fifer would probably 
be frantically looking for Thisbe, wondering why she wasn’t getting ready. It was 
almost like this party belonged solely to Fifer or something. 

Thisbe slipped into her room as Fifer was flouncing about in front of 
Desdemona, their room’s blackboard. Fifer wore a long crimson gown and a tall but 
delicate jeweled crown, like a princess. She held a long stick that had a mask 
attached to it, so she could put it against her face without worrying about a string 
getting stuck or tangled in her crown. 

“There you are!” exclaimed Fifer, swatting her sister with the mask. “You'd 
better not ruin this for me.” 

“You look amazing,” Thisbe said, ignoring the threat. And what she said was 
true. Fifer looked like a real princess. There were no real princesses anywhere in 
their world to compare Fifer to, but Kaylee had told them many stories about 
princesses in her world. And over the years they'd read as many books about 
princesses as they'd been able to find in the two libraries in Artimé. And they'd 
known Shanti, of course, who wasn’t hard to improve upon. 

“Thank you,” said Fifer, thawing a bit. “That . . . means a lot.” Then her 
expression grew concerned. “You're going, right? You've got something to wear?” 

“Yes,” Thisbe assured her. “Tm getting my costume on now.” 

“What is it?” Fifer asked. “Who are you going as?” 

“You'll see. Pl meet you down there.” Thisbe went into the bedroom and closed 
the door. 

Fifer seemed torn between wanting to make sure Thisbe wasn’t being sneaky 
and wanting to make her grand entrance right when the ball was beginning. She 
heard doors opening and closing in the hallway. Fifer opened their door a crack 
and peered out as a few others left their rooms in costume and headed to the exit. 
Fifer hesitated, then opened the door wide and went out into the hallway. “I have 
to meet Seth,” she called to Thisbe. “Ill see you on the lawn. Soon?” 

“Yes!” Thisbe shouted back. She opened the bedroom door a few inches and put 
her face in the opening. “And . . . happy birthday.” 

Fifer smiled warmly, and for a moment the two felt like friends again. “You too. 
I thought this day would never come.” 


“Same for me.” Thisbe didn’t add that she wished it would just end already so 
she could get back to the important stuff. She closed the bedroom door, and Fifer 
was off. 

Thirty minutes later, Thisbe emerged to an empty hallway wearing the dead- 
Juliet costume: a medium-blue dress with a trick dagger attached to her chest, 
handle sticking outward so it appeared that she’d been stabbed. She’d spread a big 
stain of fake blood on her dress around the dagger, which had been quite satisfying 
to create, though it had left a garish mess that she’d have to clean up later in the 
bathroom. She slipped a sparkling blue mask over her eyes as she clomped down 
the hallway in her usual work boots—because if she was going to be stuck wearing a 
dress, at least her feet would be comfortable. 

“It’s a protest,” Thisbe reminded herself, lifting her chin. Though now that she 
was almost at the party, she was sort of looking forward to it. She had a cool 
costume. And a break for one day wasn’t the worst thing in the world. She tried not 
to think of Maiven and Rohan and Dev and all the other black-eyed slaves and 
innocent dragons under the Revinir’s spell, being treated horribly. But guilt leaked 
in. “It’s just a few hours,” she told herself firmly. She descended the staircase to the 
main floor of the mansion, where Florence, Talon, and Simber stood near the main 
entrance. As in previous years, Florence wore a Simber mask, and Simber wore a 
Florence mask. Talon was dressed as a bronze giant, as usual. Music drifted in 
through the open door. 

“Which of you is which?” Thisbe asked Florence and Simber, which was a tired 
old joke, but it had to be said. 

Simber growled playfully, but Florence lifted her mask in alarm to study the 
girl. After a moment, she smiled. “Brilliant costume,” she said. “It looks real. Are 
you supposed to be someone in particular?” 

“Thank you,” said Thisbe. “Yes. Pm dead Juliet.” She quickly explained the play. 
“Pm protesting the idea of the ball. This is my way to make a statement without 
ruining it for everybody.” 

“Interesting tactic,” said Florence, a smile playing at her lips. 

“Tm going out therrre with you,” Simber said with a rare rumble of laughter. “I 
want to see Fiferrr when she gets a glimpse of this.” 

“Pm quite excited to see her reaction myself,” Thisbe said with a grin. “Shall we, 
Florence? I mean Simber?” 

The cat rolled his eyes beneath his Florence mask. “We shall.” 

The two exited the mansion while Florence and Talon went to the window to 


watch from there. A moment later, Fifer let out a bloodcurdling scream. And then 
all of the windows in the mansion exploded, sending broken glass raining down, 
inside and out. 





Masquerade Emergency 


Look out!” Aaron cried from behind the lounge band’s stage on Artime’s lawn. 
Instinctively, upon hearing his sister’s scream, he knew it would cause problems. 
And Aaron didn’t need any more problems in Artimé right now. 

By the time Fifer clapped her hands over her mouth, it was far too late to stop 
the windows from shattering. Thisbe’s eyes went wild behind her mask as she and 
Seth dove for cover. Shards of glass rained down on the crowd of partiers, striking 
the ones closest to the mansion and sparing the rest. 

Screams and shouts went up. Henry and Carina threw off their masks and, when 
the glass stopped flying, ran to help those who'd been struck and were bleeding 
from cuts. Aaron yelled for everyone to stay calm, but his voice was lost in the din. 

Inside the mansion pieces of glass slammed into Florence and Talon, who'd been 
standing at the window. Stunned and scratched but unhurt, Florence jumped 
through the opening to the lawn to help, her stone feet crunching on glass. She 
began lifting the ones who were most injured through the window and handing 
them to Talon, who ran to put them on a bed in the hospital ward. Soon others 
were flooding into the mansion through the door, blood flowing from their 
wounds, making the tile floor slick. Henry and Carina and the nurses brought more 
patients into the ward and began assessing them. 

Back outside, Fifer ran over to Thisbe and Seth. “Are you hurt?” she cried. Then 
she looked around at all the people who were cut and bleeding. “Oh, crud. I’m so 
sorry, everyone! It was an accident!” As Thisbe and Seth got up and insisted they 
were fine, Fifer’s flock of birds flew in from the treetops, responding to the 


unintentional call and causing even more chaos with the Artiméans. The brand- 
new class of Unwanteds, recently sent to Artimé by their uncreative parents in 
Quill—a tradition that had changed slightly over the years but refused to die— 
weren't used to seeing the birds either. Thisbe cringed right along with the others 
and covered her head. She still didn’t like them. 

“Why didn’t you warn me you were going to be dressed like that?” Fifer said 
angrily to Thisbe. Her princess crown was tipping to one side, and she had a small 
cut on one arm. “Look what you made me do.” 

“I thought you would have learned how to control your shrieks by now,” Thisbe 
said, immediately becoming just as angry for the rash accusation. “What else were 
you doing during the time I was a slave in the catacombs?” Spit flew from her mouth 
when she emphasized the last phrase. “I worked sixteen hours a day and still found 
time to learn to control my destructive abilities.” She hesitated. “Though I'm feeling 
an urge to let them fly at you right about now.” 

“Stop.” Seth stepped between the girls. “That won’t solve anything. Just ... both 
of you, knock it off.” 

Thisbe and Fifer looked at Seth in surprise. It wasn’t like him to be so assertive. 

Seth’s face was grim as he stared beyond them to the streams of people heading 
into the mansion. “Look past yourselves for once,” he muttered. 

Behind the bleeding masses was another all-too-familiar group descending on 
Aaron, hollering about how he should have prevented this. There were worse things 
happening than whatever the twins were arguing about. 

Samheed and Lani were nearby, unhurt. They rushed over to Aaron and Kaylee 
to find out what the dissenters were yelling about. Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth moved to 
the outskirts of the gathering to listen in. They'd seen smaller altercations, but this 
was the first time they’d witnessed such a large group coming at Aaron. It was 
alarming. 

Frieda Stubbs got in Aaron’s face. “A good head mage would at least try to 
control his dangerous sisters, like Alex would have done!” 

“Yikes,” muttered Thisbe. 

“Oh no,” moaned Fifer. 

Kaylee stepped in angrily and went after Frieda. “Alex wasn’t able to control 
them either,” she retorted. “Amazingly, they are not controlled by anyone but 
themselves—imagine that. Besides, it was an accident that not even Alex could have 
prevented.” 

Frieda sneered at Kaylee, then continued to yell at Aaron. “At least Alex took 


after your father—he was a good man. And you tried to have him killed! You and 
your sisters are exactly like your horrible pirate mother. You might not look like 
her, as your sisters do, but your heart is cold and evil like hers.” 

“What nonsense is this?” Kaylee elbowed forward, and Frieda immediately threw 
a punch at her. Kaylee dodged it. 

“Hey!” shouted Lani, getting between them as Aaron, carrying Daniel, stepped 
back to shield the boy. Samheed stared from one party to the other as if he wasn’t 
sure what to do. Then he went to stand and protect Aaron as other dissenters 
edged toward the mage. 

Fifer and Thisbe looked at each other. “What?” whispered Fifer. 

Thisbe shrugged, wide-eyed. Something felt very strange about what Frieda had 
said. 

“Frieda,” said Aaron, trying to be patient, “what are you saying? What do you 
think you know about my parents?” 

But Frieda clamped her mouth shut and circled Kaylee and Aaron, fists raised. 

The twins didn’t know what to think. They'd never heard anyone beside their 
brothers speak of their parents as if they knew them. Abruptly Fifer started toward 
the shouting match. “I’m going to find out what she’s talking about.” 

Thisbe grabbed her arm. “Fifer, no! Have you lost your mind? Everyone’s mad at 
you right now! And Frieda’s looking for a fight!” 

“These people are more mad at Aaron than me,” Fifer told her. “They hate him 
because of all the stuff he did before we were born. They can’t get over it, and they 
think Aaron shouldn’t be head mage.” 

Seth nodded. “We missed a lot of the drama while we were gone, but Sean filled 
in me and Fifer the other day when you were training.” 

“Aaron told me some of it,” said Thisbe. “But what was all that bluster about our 
parents? Our pirate mother? That’s . . . that’s just crazy.” She frowned. “Isn’t it?” 

“She’s probably just making stuff up to get Aaron mad. You can let go of me.” 
Fifer yanked her arm from Thisbe’s grasp. 

Thisbe raised her hands in defense. “All right. Sorry. Do what you want. I'm... 
I’m going inside to help Henry.” Troubled, she turned away. 

Just then Crow came running up. “Thisbe, are you okay?” He seemed confused 
by the fake blood on her dress and the fact that a dagger stuck out from her chest. 
He hadn't seen anything other than glass fall from the windows. “You're covered in 
blood!” 


“This is my costume,” Thisbe said. “Pm not hurt.” 


“Oh,” said Crow, relieved. “That’s good.” Scarlet came up behind him with a cut 
on her cheek and a small splotch of blood staining her white-blond hair. The two 
appeared otherwise unharmed. “Henry is desperate for help inside. Are you 
coming?” 

“Yes, I was just on my way there.” Thisbe started toward the door. 

Fifer glanced over her shoulder at Kaylee and Aaron and the group of angry 
dissenters. Then she looked at Seth. “Maybe I'll stay and help Aaron. It seems like 
he needs it.” 

Seth shrugged. “Kaylee can handle Frieda Stubbs. And it’s not the worst idea for 
you to be seen helping the injured—after all, you caused this.” 

Fifer cringed. She didn’t need that reminder. “Right. Let’s go help Henry.” They 
followed Crow and Scarlet into the mansion and went to the chaotic hospital ward. 
The place was overflowing. 

“Does anybody know how to make this room bigger?” Henry called out as they 
went in. “Alex always used to do it.” 

“TIl get Lani,” shouted someone near the door. “She'll probably know how.” 

Soon Lani was there to cast the spell that made the hospital ward much larger. 
Beds fell from the walls and supply stations dropped from the ceilings. Talon, who 
seemed uncharacteristically winded, helped the waiting injured go inside. Carina 
began to direct the worst of them to the new beds. 

The mansion was a mess, but at least the injured people were all being cared for. 
Thisbe and the others did what they could to stop the bleeding while Henry and 
the nurses came around with their magic-infused herbs and medicines and applied 
them to the cuts. 

After an hour, Talon limped out of the hospital ward to help Florence and Lani 
clean up the entryway. As the bronze giant came toward them, Lani glanced at his 
feet and did a double take. “Talon! Are you... ?” She halted, then stared again, like 
she couldn’t believe her eyes. “You're .. . bleeding.” 





Dance Party 


Talon stopped cold. “What? Where?” 

“Your ankle,” said Lani, pointing. 

“He can’t be,” said Florence. “He’s made of bronze. He probably just got someone 
else’s blood on him.” 

Talon’s face was troubled, and he quickly turned to look at his ankle. Sure 
enough, blood was flowing from it and dripping onto the floor. “Oh no,” he 
muttered. “I’m bleeding. No wonder I feel so poorly.” 

“What?” said Florence. “How can that be?” 

Talon didn’t act surprised to discover he could bleed, but he seemed more than 
a little concerned about what appeared to be a small cut. He whirled around and 
limped toward the hospital ward. “Henry?” he bellowed. Then more urgently: 
“Henry!” 

Henry, looking disheveled but in control, came running as Lani and Florence 
followed Talon. 

“What's going on?” Florence muttered. “I don’t understand it.” 

Talon gave Florence an apologetic glance, then explained. “I’m made of bronze, 
but I have blood inside me. A single vein runs through my body from my heel to 
my head. It’s virtually impossible to access it. But if you ever remember me vaguely 
implying that I have some slight human characteristics, this is what I meant.” He 
looked at Henry, then lifted his leg for the healer to examine. “Do you have 


anything that will stop the bleeding somehow and seal the bronze to protect the 
vein? If we can’t... I'll bleed to death.” 

“Talon!” said Florence, clearly shocked by everything that was happening. “I 
thought you were immortal!” 

“Well, almost,” said Talon, sounding anxious. “I just have this one vulnerability. 
My ankle has a weak spot. It’s always been so. But in all these years I've never 
injured it.” 

“Come with me,” said Henry in a low voice. “Hurry.” He helped Talon inside the 
hospital ward and onto a bed and began rummaging through his many medicines. 
Then he looked up sharply. “Somebody get Thisbe.” 

Florence went to get her from a different part of the hospital ward and brought 
her back. 

“What can I do?” asked Thisbe, eyeing the rivulet of blood flowing from Talon’s 
ankle. 

Henry looked up. “Can you melt metal with your eye sparks?” 

Thisbe was taken aback. “I don’t know. I’ve never done it, but I can try.” 

“Here,” he said, taking an old piece of a thornament necklace from a seldom- 
opened drawer. “See if you can melt this gold.” He placed it in a stone bowl and 
handed it to her, then turned toward Talon. 

As Henry began to work on the bronze man using an herb mixture to try to stop 
him from bleeding to death, Thisbe took the bowl to an unoccupied corner of the 
ward and stared at the gold thorn in the bowl. She concentrated, remembering the 
horrible things that the Revinir had done to her, until she became furious. Then 
she narrowed her eyes and sent fiery sparks flying from them. They hit the gold 
thorn. Clouds of smoke billowed up. When the air cleared, Thisbe could see that a 
tiny drop of gold had melted. 

“It’s working,” she reported. She went through the process again and again until 
she held a scorching bowl of liquid gold in her hands. She grabbed a towel and, 
using it like an oven mitt, brought the steaming bowl over to Henry. 

Talon lay quietly, looking ill. Florence held his hand. 

“Hang in there with me, Talon,” said Henry. “Do you feel pain?” 

“Not really. It doesn’t matter. Do what you must.” 

Henry went to work. Talon winced, making the others wonder if he was just 
trying to be brave. 

After a moment, Henry lifted his instruments and looked up. “The vein is 
closed,” he announced. He picked up the bowl of melted gold. “Now, brace yourself. 


This might burn a little.” Henry held the giants leg steady with one hand and 
poured the steaming liquid into the slice in his bronze ankle. Steam rose up, and 
Talon squelched a scream. The gold cooled quickly and solidified, filling the space. 

Henry checked it all over, then breathed a sigh of relief. “Your leg is sealed up 
again. I think it should be okay, but let me know if you feel strange or light- 
headed.” 

Talon opened his eyes, relieved. “It feels better already,” he said. 

Once the Talon emergency had passed and he was sitting up, and many of the 
other injured had been patched up and discharged, the remaining Artiméans 
realized the band had started playing once more outside. Fifer looked up. “Is the 
party continuing?” she asked, incredulous. 

“I don’t see why not,” said Henry. “People are back out there already. I just need 
to check a few others before I'll be going out there myself.” 

Talon slid to the edge of the bed and set his feet on the floor, testing his ankle. 
Then he stood up. “It seems like I’m back to normal,” he said. “Let’s not let a good 
costume party go to waste.” Looking decidedly more healthy, he took Florence’s 
hand. “If you're finished with us, Henry, we'll be going out to show these youngsters 
how to dance.” 

Henry dismissed them, laughing. “Don’t start the dance competition without me 
and Thatcher,” he warned. 

With a grin, and almost forgetting about how she'd caused all of this in the first 
place, Fifer led the others out of the mansion and onto the decorated lawn to 
continue the party. 





A Twinge oF Something 


Sky had planned to avoid the celebration and stay in her room. It was too painful to 
imagine celebrating in Artimé without Alex. But the epic glass-breaking incident 
and the chaos that followed had forced her out to see what was going on. She found 
herself helping others clear away the broken glass and actually feeling hopeful 
about the camaraderie that always prevailed in Artimé during challenging times. 
People here were mostly good, and they always stepped up to help. It was an 
important reminder for Sky . . . and for all of those in Artimé. The magical world 
united in tough times. It was so reassuring to live in a place like that. 

Unfortunately, there were Frieda Stubbs and the dissenters. When the twins and 
Seth went back outside, they found Sky on the lawn near the dance floor talking 
earnestly with Aaron and Kaylee. Aaron carried Daniel in the baby carrier, and he 
bounced gently in place to soothe the boy. Kaylee was beside them. She had a black 
eye. 

Thisbe ran over to Sky to give her a hug and saw the deepening bruise on 
Kaylee’s face. “What in the world? Kaylee, what happened? Or wait—did 
Frieda... ?” 

“You shoulda seen the other guy,” Kaylee quipped. 

“What does that mean?” asked Fifer. 

“Frieda landed a pretty good left hook. It’s fine.” Kaylee smiled, but her 


expression was strained. “Is it time to start dancing?” 


Seth, Fifer, and Thisbe stared at her. “She actually punched you?” asked Thisbe, 
incredulous. “And you punched her back? Like, here in Artimé?” For some strange 
reason this type of brawl seemed impossible to imagine, though they could picture 
Kaylee valiantly fighting just about anywhere else. But with a sword, not with her 
fists. And not against a fellow Artiméan. 

Kaylee shrugged, then said primly, “I don’t condone fist fighting, children.” 
Aaron kept his lips pressed tightly together as Kaylee continued. “I only punched 
her after she landed this one. And, well, she’s gone now, isn’t she?” 

Sky looked away and squelched a grin as the band struck up a slow tune. “So, 
dancing?” she prompted, sensing Kaylee’s discomfort. “Want me to hold Daniel?” 

“Don’t you want to dance too?” Aaron asked her. 

Sky’s expression froze, then turned pained. She glanced at Thisbe, who stared 
back at her. 

“Pll dance with you,” Thisbe whispered. She wasn’t sure what else to say. Alex’s 
glaring absence had struck them all without warning. 

“Oh, Sky. Pm sorry,” Aaron said quietly, touching her shoulder. “I—I said that 
without thinking. It’s been quite a night so far.” 

“It’s okay.” Sky recovered quickly, or at least appeared to. She went on, a decisive 
tone of voice. “Td like to hold Daniel while you two dance. You—it seems like you 
could use . . . some time . . . together.” Her voice cracked, but she smiled bravely and 
held out her hands to take the child. 

Kaylee nodded. “Of course.” She unhooked Daniel from the carrier and handed 
him to Sky. Aaron took off the carrier and set it on the ground so Sky could use it 
if she wanted to. Before Aaron could accidentally say something else insensitive, 
Kaylee grabbed his hand and pulled him to the dance area. 

Nearby, Florence and Talon were dancing and gazing into each other’s eyes. 
Talon seemed good as new. 

Sky held Alex’s young nephew close, her eyes shining. She began to sway, 
dancing with the baby as he pointed to the decorative lights. “Sat?” he asked. “Sat?” 

“That’s called a light,” Sky answered. 

“Sat?” asked the boy, pointing to another. 

“That is also a light,” said Sky. She gave Thisbe a side-eye glance, and the two 
shared a tearful laugh. 

Seth and Fifer looked at each other. Then Fifer pointed with her mask stick to 
the dance area. “Come on,” she said, and started toward it. Seth followed, while 


Thisbe stayed with Sky and Daniel. 


On the dance floor, Seth turned to face Fifer. The slow music made things feel 
weird. He glanced around at the other dancers. Hesitantly he put his hands on 
Fifer’s shoulders like many of the other people were doing with their dance 
partners. 

Fifer froze, arms stiff and straight at her sides. “What are you doing?” she said 
with a look of disgust. “This isn’t dance class.” 

“Sorry,” said Seth, hastily removing his hands, and then, unsure what to do with 
them, he balled them and stuck them into his pockets. That made it really hard to 
dance, but he was committed. 

Fifer frowned and crossed her arms in front of her. The two swayed side by side, 
a foot apart, to the music. Not looking at each other. There was nothing more 
awkward in all the land that day. 

Fifer was desperate for the feeling of mortification in the air to dissipate. To 
help it along, she asked, “So, did you hear what that Frieda woman said about my 
mother? That she was a pirate?” It couldn't be true, of course. The woman had also 
said some pretty horrible things about Aaron and the girls that weren’t true. 

“I heard,” said Seth, relaxing a bit. “I hope Kaylee really pounded her.” 

Fifer laughed uneasily. “Me too.” 

“Don’t tell my mom I said that.” 

“I won't.” 

The slow song ended, and they both looked relieved to hear an upbeat one 
beginning. Seth took his hands out of his pockets and seemed more comfortable. 
Aaron and Kaylee stayed together, talking earnestly and quietly as if the slow song 
were still playing. Florence and Talon started dancing faster, doing some swing- 
type moves that Fifer knew from Claire Morning’s teaching sessions. But there was 
no way she was going to do those moves with Seth if it wasn’t required for the class. 
She glanced at Thisbe to see if her sister would be interested in being her partner, 
but Thisbe was busy with Sky and Daniel, dancing and laughing with them. 

It was good to see Sky laughing again. And Thisbe, for that matter. With a start, 
Fifer realized Thisbe had hardly laughed since they'd found her. Again she noted 
how much Thisbe had changed during her captivity and as a fugitive. Fifer felt like 
she barely knew her anymore. A sharp pain speared through Fifer’s chest as she 
realized that Thisbe had become like a stranger. It was troubling, and the distance 
between them was growing, not lessening. It felt like an emergency that nobody 
else could see—as if Fifer alone had to fix it, but she had no idea how to do it. 

That Thisbe didn’t seem to think there was any problem at all was probably 


what hurt the worst. Fifer didn’t like any of it, but she didn’t know what to do 
about it. She and her identical twin, who used to be practically the same person, 
didn’t think the same way anymore. She teared up unexpectedly and turned away. 

Fifer also felt unsettled about what had just happened with Seth, who had sort 
of taken Thisbe’s place in her life. He’d just been easier to be around lately. And 
now that they were home and safe, she could actually care about him again instead 
of worrying every second that he was going to die. But not if he was going to think 
she wanted to dance with him like that. 

The whole dancing thing made Fifer wonder if she was supposed to like anybody 
enough to touch their shoulders now that she was thirteen. She definitely hadn’t 
ever thought about it and didn’t want to. But Thisbe had seemed very close to 
Rohan. Fifer had caught them gazing into each other’s eyes seriously back before 
they parted ways, and they'd held hands, too. Fifer didn’t feel that way for anybody 
in Artimé, least of all Seth. After thinking about it, she concluded that she didn’t 
have to, either. It was perfectly fine for her to like herself most of all. 

Fifer managed a small smile at the thought. 

“What are you grinning about?” asked Seth, who was growing bored. After all 
the planning Fifer had made him help with, this party wasn’t very exciting. 

Fifer glanced at him, then turned back to watch Florence and Talon looking 
deeply in love with each other. “I’m smiling about my own awesomeness,” Fifer said 
confidently, though she struggled to feel it. 

“Oh, great,” Seth said, and rolled his eyes. “Of course you are.” He looked around 
the lawn and spotted Ibrahim and Clementi. They were both gifted dancers and 
had studied for the past year with Ms. Morning and Samheed, learning ballet as 
well as a variety of other styles of dance for theater so far. They were really shaking 
things up and laughing and enjoying the party. And they weren't afraid to touch 
each other, Seth thought wryly. Of course, they were fourteen now, like him. 

“See ya.” Seth turned sharply away from Fifer and made his way through the 
crowd toward Ibrahim and Clementi, leaving Fifer standing alone. The smile faded 
quickly from her face. 





Bittersweet 


The night grew late before Henry and Thatcher finished patching up the remaining 
injured and joined the extravaganza. Many Artimeans had turned in by then, but 
several couples remained, and the band music turned romantic. 

Horribly so, as far as Fifer was concerned. She didn’t understand what was so 
great about being all lovey-dovey like Aaron and Kaylee. And Thatcher and Henry, 
and Florence and Talon, and the other couples who were all sweaty and hanging on 
each other. Whenever Fifer got sweaty, she didn’t like anybody touching her. That 
just made her more uncomfortable. 

She watched Seth dance with Ibrahim and Clementi—or at least he tried to 
dance, but he wasn’t an actual dance student like Fifer and them, so he wasn’t very 
good. Despite that, he seemed to be really enjoying himself, and Fifer knew deep 
down that that was what really mattered. She frowned. Seth didn’t seem like he was 
planning to return. Maybe she should go over there. She looked around, feeling lost 
and lonely and tired of her crown falling off on what was supposed to be a very 
special night. It hadn’t gone anything like she’d planned, and it was hard to come to 
terms with the disappointment when every time she turned around, somebody with 
a bandaged head was nearby, reminding her that their injury was her fault. 

Thisbe and Sky had grown tired of dancing, and Daniel had fallen asleep, so the 
three of them rested on the lawn to watch the others. They weren’t laughing now. 
Instead, with heads bowed together, Thisbe and Sky talked quietly about missing 
Alex, and about Rohan and Maiven Taveer, and they cried a little too. 


“Every time I think I’m getting used to Alex being gone forever,” Sky said, 
“something happens to remind me of him. It’s like I experience that awful 
realization of his death all over again. Remember it?” 

Thisbe nodded. “It was awful.” Stumbling across Alex’s grave had been a horrible 
way to discover it. 

Fifer wanted to join them, but their intimacy made her hesitate. She knew 
Thisbe and Sky had grown much closer during their time together. It made Fifer 
feel a bit left out of that relationship. She turned back toward the band and saw 
that Fox and Kitten were taking a break from playing in the band and were 
dancing together, Fox standing upright on his hind legs and Kitten sitting on his 
front paw, which was outstretched so he could see her clearly. 

“Mewmewmew?” Kitten would ask with a sly double blink. Fox would go into a 
long explanation of something that was likely unrelated to whatever Kitten said. 
But she purred anyway. Words didn’t matter with them. Fifer thought it was 
ridiculous yet charming. Love was weird. 

In the shadows, Sean and Carina were swaying together and kissing, to Seth’s 
obvious dismay, and Samheed and Lani were kissing too. Henry rested his head on 
Thatcher’s chest as Thatcher held him close, and Crow and Scarlet slipped away 
and started walking along the shore holding hands. 

“Everything is so dumb,” Fifer said, dropping her mask to her side in frustration. 
Her vision for the evening, realistic or not, had showcased her as the center of 
attention—after all, she’d been the one leading the rescue team home to safety after 
Alex had died. She’d hoped by this point someone would have thought to honor her 
for her leadership, temporary as it was. And acknowledge that she was growing up 
and showing strong skills. She’d even thought people would be congregating 
around her and showering her with birthday gifts and praise for doing such a good 
job under horrible circumstances. 

But, in reality, she’d been getting looks all night from people who hadn’t 
appreciated getting glass shards rained on them. To them, Fifer was still an 
uncontrollably dangerous kid. To top off the evening, now that mostly just friends 
remained to close down the party, everyone seemed so focused on the special 
person they were with. Fifer felt awkward approaching any of the couples and small 
groups. Romantic or not, no one seemed to want to have a deep conversation with 
Fifer now that she wasn’t leading things anymore. No one was paying any attention 
to her, especially her soul-mate sister. She searched the lawn one last time, hopping 


up and down a little to get Seth to notice her. But his back was to her as Clementi 
showed him how to dip her. 

Fifer stopped jumping. Her shoulders slumped. “This entire night is a disgrace,” 
she muttered. With a sigh, she went into the mansion to see if Simber was around 
—maybe he’d give her the approval and attention she was so desperately seeking 
tonight. But he’d disappeared once things settled down. Perhaps he’d gone to the 
jungle to visit Panther as he sometimes did. They were probably being all kissy too. 

As Fifer meandered toward the stairs feeling very sorry for herself, her feet 
crunched down on some broken glass on the floor, apparently having been missed 
in the cleanup efforts. Fifer checked her costume pockets to see if she had anything 
that would help with the mess. Finding no magic broom components, she went to 
the kitchen to get an actual broom. Maybe one of the cooks would want to chat 
while Fifer had a bedtime snack. 

But the kitchen was dark and empty—a rare sight. Light from the moon 
streamed in through a broken window. 

Fifer stood in the moonlight for a moment, then got a broom and dustpan and 
went back to clean up whatever glass she could find. She returned the items and 
fixed herself a fig jam sandwich and an orange cream drink. Feeling despondent, 
she didn’t bother going all the way to the tubes by the dining room, and instead she 
stepped into the room service tube in the corner and sent herself up to her room. 
She was beginning to worry about what age thirteen would bring. If tonight was 
any indication of how it would go, she wasn’t very eager to find out. She arrived in 
their room to Thisbe’s big mess of fake blood all over their bathroom. Disgusted, 
Fifer cleaned it up. 

By the time Thisbe came into their bedroom and slipped into her bed, Fifer 
startled awake. “Finally,” she said angrily. 

Thisbe’s eyes widened in the dark room. “What is that supposed to mean?” 

“Nothing,” Fifer said grumpily. “Just be quiet so I can sleep.” 

“I am being quiet.” Thisbe wrinkled her nose at her sister. Things were definitely 
getting unbearable between them. They used to agree without exception and do 
everything together, but now they couldn’t be further apart on their thinking. They 
each wanted the other to see things her way. It was terribly unsettling. And it was 
starting to suffocate them both, stuck in this room together. Unfortunately, neither 
of them knew how to stop their relationship from changing and spiraling out of 


control. 





Changing Times 


I suppose I should get my own room,” Thisbe said a few days later at breakfast. She 
was already mentally preparing for her training with Florence for the day, but the 
thought had crossed her mind several times since the night of the party. Having her 
own room might be nice—she could practice her magic and go to bed whenever she 
wanted without disturbing Fifer. 

Fifer looked up, her hand poised to take a spoonful of boysenberry oatmeal. 
“What?” 

“Now that we're thirteen, I mean,” Thisbe said, wiping her mouth and tossing 
her napkin on her plate. She pushed back her chair. “Everyone else has their own 
room. And last year Alex said we could split up if we wanted to once we were 
thirteen, remember?” 

Fifer set her spoon on the table. “Well, sure, I remember, but I thought we said 
we weren't going to.” 

Thisbe looked down and said carefully, “Yes, but we were pretty young then. 
Now, after everything we've been through . . . | mean, I love being your roommate, 
but there’s extra space in the mansion, so why not split up? We've never tried that 
before.” Her gaze flitted up to her twin’s face. “And it seems like maybe it’s time.” 

Fifer’s expression was unreadable. “What about when the Revinir roars and you 
get paralyzed? Don’t you need me to help you?” 

“TIl manage,” Thisbe said. “She doesn’t do it very often anymore—I think all the 
dragons must be there by now. Maybe she’s forgotten about Drock and me.” She 
noticed Fifer’s eyes glistening and tilted her head, confused. “Are you upset?” 


“Tm fine,” Fifer said, her voice pitching slightly upward. “Yeah, whatever you 
want to do is... fine.” She hurriedly glanced around, as if she wanted Thisbe to 
stop looking at her, and pretended to spot someone. “I should go. Let’s talk about it 
later.” 

Thisbe shrugged. “We don’t have to do it,” she said. “It was just a thought.” She 
could tell Fifer was angry, but she seemed more upset than Thisbe would have 
imagined over getting some privacy and extra space to spread out. Plus, Fifer had 
seemed so annoyed to be awakened the other night, so Thisbe had thought Fifer 
would like the idea. “Maybe there’s a way Aaron could extend the hallway and slip a 
room in right next door, so we wouldn’t be far apart?” 

Fifer’s eyes shone, and she got up quickly; then she made her tray of mostly 
uneaten oatmeal disappear. “Maybe,” she said lightly. She pushed her chair in and 
grabbed her rucksack. “Bye.” 

“Wait!” Thisbe said. “Do you want to help come up with new spell components 
today to fight the Revinir? Clementi and Ibra—” She stopped abruptly as Fifer fled 
the room. 

Thisbe didn’t know what to think. Fifer was very upset, and Thisbe wasn’t 
exactly sure why. Was it what she'd said, or the way she'd said it? She went outside 
to meet Florence, replaying the scene in her mind and realizing with regret that she 
hadn’t been sensitive about suggesting the split to Fifer. After all, they hadn't 
discussed it in a long time, so maybe it felt like the idea had come out of nowhere. 
Clearly, they weren’t thinking along the same lines like they used to. 

Fifer had been acting distant lately—ever since they’d gotten home. They'd both 
noticed that the other had changed, even if they didn’t exactly talk about it in so 
many words. They used to understand each other so well without having to talk 
things through, though, so after the other night, Thisbe naturally assumed that 
Fifer was thinking about the two of them splitting up into separate rooms too. 
Apparently not. 

Thisbe didn’t have time to dwell on it further—she had a lot on her mind, and 
not knowing anything about the status of Grimere with the Revinir in charge, she 
felt a lot of pressure to hurry up and go back. With or without her sister. Just as 
soon as she had the right weapons. 

Unsurprisingly, Fifer didn’t show up for their spell brainstorming session, and 
Seth wasn’t there either. But Aaron was there with Thatcher, Samheed and Lani, 
and Ibrahim and Clementi. Thisbe soon forgot all about Fifer. 

“Let’s start with revising the seek spell,” Florence said. “Does anyone have ideas 


for how to improve it?” 

Aaron spoke up. “Kaylee told me how people communicate over distances in her 
world. They each carry a device—Kaylee showed me hers, though it stopped 
working around the same time she arrived in the seven islands. She said people 
push buttons to create words on the device. You can type whatever words you want 
to say, like writing a letter. Then they can send the message to anyone, anywhere. 
The person they send the message to gets it almost immediately.” 

“I thought Kaylee said her world wasn’t magical,” Thisbe said. 

“She seems to think it’s done by some other means,” said Aaron. “But whatever 
the case, do you think that’s something to explore?” 

Samheed scratched his stubbly beard, then pulled out the small notepad he kept 
in his pocket and opened it to a blank page. He ripped the page out and held it up, 
studying it. “Maybe we make the paper a component,” he murmured. “There’d have 
to be a writing tool to go with it, of course, which could be bulky. But something 
that can send itself with a short command from the mage. Perhaps it travels 
somehow like a magic carpet?” 

“Or like an origami fire-breathing dragon,” said Lani, seemingly understanding 
Samheed’s cryptic musings. “Where we command the location it needs to go to—or, 
rather, specify the person it needs to go to. But I think we can apply the faster 
trajectory that already exists for the seek spell instead of the magic carpet speed.” 

“I imagine that wouldn’t be too hard to instill,” said Thatcher. 

Ibrahim and Clementi exchanged a glance, clearly marveling over this 
opportunity to be so involved in the planning side of spells with some of the people 
who'd been responsible for designing so many great ones already. 

“I like where youre going with this,” said Florence. “Do you two want to run 
with that idea and come up with a prototype?” 

“It’s going to take several steps,” Lani said. “But yes, of course. | think were onto 
something.” 

“Great,” said Florence. “Off you go.” Samheed and Lani got up and went inside 
to get supplies and start planning out how the spell would work. 

“Now,” said Florence, turning to Aaron and Thatcher and the three young 
mages, “what about fighting the Revinir? Have you come up with anything?” 

“Tve been thinking about it, but haven't really gotten anywhere,” Thisbe 
admitted. “Tve mostly been focusing on learning existing spells so I can, you 
know .. .” She flushed. “Actually earn my component vest. Which ... I’m still... 


” 


waiting... for. 


Florence looked at Thisbe, as if seeing her clearly for the first time in a while. 
“Why haven't I given you yours yet?” she wondered aloud. 

“I don’t know,” said Thisbe. “I assumed I still wasn’t trustworthy. I mean .. . I’ve 
terrorized the people of Artimé my whole life. I get why you wouldn’t want me 
handling components. Especially with Frieda Stubbs and her gang spouting oft 
about how terrible Aaron and Fifer and I are.” 

“Don’t listen to her,” Aaron said, clipping his words. “If she or any of her friends 
come near you, find me immediately.” 

Thisbe saw the anger in his face. She wanted to ask him what Frieda had meant 
about their mother, but now didn’t seem to be a good time for such a private 
discussion. Instead she nodded. “I will.” 

“Oh, my dear Thisbe,” said Florence. “I’m sorry you've had this burden on your 
shoulders—you don’t deserve it. I think it’s time to show everyone that I trust you. 
And Pm in charge of the vests.” She stood up. “Come with me. Clementi, Ibrahim, 
keep brainstorming new spells with Thatcher and Aaron to combat the Revinir’s 
power. We'll be back in a bit.” 

Thisbe jumped to her feet and followed, jogging to keep up with Florence’s long 
strides. They entered the mansion, then climbed the stairs and went down the 
mostly secret hallway, which both of them were able to see, unlike many mages. 
Florence’s pace slowed as they went past two unmarked doors, behind which were 
rooms nobody’d been inside before—at least nobody alive today. 

“Are you okay with going into Alex’s apartment?” Florence asked gently. “That’s 
where I put your vest after I gave Fifer hers. 1... 1 figured Alex would want to be 
the one to give it to you after he . . . after he brought you home.” 

“Oh. Ahh . . .” Thisbe swallowed hard. She thought about what it might look like 
inside. How would Alex have left it? Reminders of how awful their relationship had 
been began pounding incessantly in Thisbe’s head. After a moment she cringed and 
nodded. “Yeah, ’m okay with it.” Maybe it would be nice to see something so 
closely related to Alex again. Maybe it would help her. 

Florence stopped at the door to the head mage’s quarters and rested her hand on 
the knob. She looked at Thisbe. “Ready?” 

Thisbe nodded again. “Let’s do this,” she whispered. 

Florence uttered a magical phrase under her breath, and the handle turned. She 
pushed the door open and went in, then moved out of the way. 

Thisbe stepped inside. Sunshine flooded through the windows, and dust 
particles hung in the light. The room smelled stale, having been closed up for a long 


time. The bed was neatly made, and there was a single robe hanging on a hook on 
the wall. The closet stood ajar, as if, in a hurry to get going, Alex had swung it 
closed, but it hadn’t clicked shut. 

There was a pile of books collecting dust on his desk, and a sweater was slung 
over the chair back. Thisbe blinked and looked around, expecting a blackboard to 
greet them, but she didn’t see it. “Where’s Cromwell?” Cromwell was Alex’s 
blackboard—the one who’d replaced Clive after Clive had died in the final battle in 
Artimé. Alex and Cromwell had never hit it off quite like Alex and Clive had. 

“I reassigned him to a new Unwanted once we knew Alex was gone. It was 
torturous for poor Cromwell, being stuck in here knowing his person would never 
return.” 

“That was really thoughtful of you,” Thisbe murmured. It would have never 
occurred to her. She pressed her lips together, then lifted Alex’s sweater and held it 
tightly in her hands, feeling the silky fabric. She brought it to her nose and 
breathed in. She closed her eyes tightly and grimaced, feeling a startling pain inside 
her ribs. “It smells like him.” 

“I would imagine it does,” said Florence, trying to read the girl’s expression. “Is 
that comforting to you? Or . . . perhaps just the opposite.” 

“It’s... okay,” Thisbe said. “It’s weird, I guess. I mean . . .” Thisbe could only 
think about the last time she’d seen Alex, before she and Fifer had run away with 
Hux. He’d been angry with them, as usual. The last in-person memory Thisbe had 
in relation to Alex was his angry, disappointed face. Something she’d seen time 
after time. 

Since that moment, Fifer had been given a chance to work things out with Alex. 
And to see him change and become more like his old self—at least that’s what 
everyone said had happened. Thisbe found it hard to believe, but she felt terrible 
for thinking that way. Tears sprang to her eyes. Her feelings about Alex’s death 
were so complicated. She wouldn't dare say it out loud, but the truth was that she 
didn’t actually like him very much, and never had. But how could she express that 
now that he was dead and everyone was saying such nice things about him? She 
tried to remember the good bits of their relationship, but there hadn't been all that 
many. Guilt pounded through her veins. This wasn’t how grief was supposed to feel. 
Was it? 

Florence gave Thisbe a sympathetic smile. “I'll get the vest.” 

“Thanks.” Feeling numb, Thisbe put the sweater down and smoothed the 
wrinkles. “Pll come back another time, I think. Maybe when Sky is ready—she 


hasn’t been up here yet. Or Aaron.” 

“Yes. And perhaps Fifer would want to come too?” 

“Right. Fifer too. Of course.” 

Thisbe turned sharply and let out a ragged breath before her conflicted feelings 
could build up and overwhelm her. Suddenly, getting her component vest didn’t 
seem very exciting anymore. “I’m going to wait outside.” 

“TIl be right there,” said Florence. She ducked through the doorway to Alex’s 
closet and grabbed the vest she’d hung there shortly after she’d given Fifer hers. 
Then she followed Thisbe out and closed the door. She handed the vest to her. “Are 
you okay?” 

Thisbe wasn’t sure how to answer. If Sky had asked her that question, Thisbe 
would say no. And Sky would understand, because she wasn’t okay either. But 
anyone else? 

“Yeah, of course,” said Thisbe with a weak smile, taking the vest and slipping it 
on. “Tm good.” 





Frieda Stubbs Strikes Again 


Florence and Thisbe returned to the lawn to find Aaron, Thatcher, Ibrahim, and 
Clementi in deep conversation about various spells that could potentially stop the 
Revinir in her tracks. Thatcher was the only one of the smaller group who'd 
actually fought the dragon-woman, so the others had given him the final say on 
whether he thought the ideas would work until Thisbe and Samheed and Lani 
returned. 

“Have you gotten anywhere?” Florence asked as she and Thisbe took their seats. 

“Not really.” Aaron flashed Thisbe an impressed grin and nodded at her vest. 
“The challenge is immense. We talked about a spell to remove dragon scales so that 
our spells might penetrate better, but we only have Drock to practice on. And, 
well, you know Drock.” 

Thisbe flushed and smiled back. “You could try it out on me,” she said, holding 
out her arms. “Though I quite like my scales. I feel wiser and more intuitive with 
them. I wouldn’t want to lose that extra sense—they seem to stand up when 
something awful is about to happen.” She gazed at the flat scales on her arm, 
twisting it to catch the light and thinking about the proposed spell. “The Revinir’s 
whole body is different now,” she mused. “Much larger. Removing her scales might 
help, but we'd still have to have something lethal that would work on someone 
several times larger than our typical enemy.” 

They batted other ideas back and forth a while longer, but Thatcher and Thisbe 
kept shaking their heads at every suggestion. The Revinir’s size, strength, and 


firepower seemed to make her impossible to beat. 

At one point during the session Thisbe grew quiet, deep in thought. Every kind 
of magical weapon they were coming up with was physical, but the dragon-woman 
was physically indestructible. Was there some other way to get to her? Thisbe 
contemplated the time she’d spent with the woman. Was there anything she could 
remember that seemed like a weakness? Any other way to beat her? 

But Thisbe couldn’t put a finger on anything in particular, at least not at the 
moment. Eventually the group members parted one by one, each having some other 
commitment to work on, until only Thisbe and Aaron remained. 

Unlike Alex, Aaron and Thisbe had always gotten along pretty well. “How are 
you doing?” Thisbe asked him. They hadn’t talked about Alex’s death very much 
lately. 

Aaron’s expression softened. “It hurts,” he said. “Pretty badly sometimes.” 

Thisbe’s eyes welled up. She felt more for Aaron’s pain than for her own grief 
over Alex’s death. That seemed wrong too, but she couldn't change it. 

They talked a little more, and then Aaron turned the conversation back to the 
Revinir. “I’m not sure what you're thinking about as far as attacking the Revinir,” 
he said seriously. “I know you believe you need to go back there. And I respect that 
you feel that way. But I’m also very scared for you. | don’t want to lose another 
sibling.” 

Thisbe looked up at her brother’s tender words, but she felt threatened by them 
too—was he about to forbid her to go? Thisbe had been dreading this conversation, 
but she was going to be very firm with him. “You won't lose me,” she said quietly. 
“Not to death, anyway. There’s no way she'll outsmart me. I’m already planning.” 
She hesitated. “But I just want you to know that if you try to keep me from going, 
you might never see me again.” She surprised herself with the ultimatum. 

Aaron took in a sharp breath. “Wow. That’s harsh,” he said, but then a pained 
half smile curled up his lips, and he squeezed her hand. “Besides, I wasn’t planning 
to forbid you. You're old enough to make your own decisions now.” 

Thisbe gave him a puzzled look. “So why are you so scared?” 

Aaron looked at her long and hard, then turned his gaze to the sea. “No one is 
invincible,” he said lightly, though he didn’t sound like he believed it. “If Alex could 
be taken by surprise, anyone can. Even you.” 

Still puzzled, Thisbe shifted uncertainly on the lawn. But she felt a surge of hope 
now that Aaron said he wouldn’t try to stop her. Before she could answer, she felt a 
tiny ripple over her skin and looked up to see what danger lurked. This time it was 


the dissenters, and they'd spotted her and Aaron. “Oh no,” Thisbe muttered. “Look 
who’s coming.” 

Aaron looked, then sighed deeply. “Here we go again. If they threaten you, I give 
you permission to fight back any way you see fit. You've got your vest now—just try 
not to kill anyone.” 

Thisbe thought greedily about taking out the whole lot of them in one explosion 
and was shocked by her own thoughts. It reminded her that the Revinir had called 
her evil. Thisbe believed it could be true, and she felt guilty again. But there was 
something else on her mind that pushed aside the guilt and the urge to fight. As 
Frieda Stubbs approached and the two Stowes stood up, Thisbe blurted out, “How 
did you know my mother?” 

Frieda Stubbs was taken aback. Then she snarled and said, “She moved in next 
door to me when she got thrown off her pirate ship. It was right as Justine was 
repairing part of the wall around Quill that had been damaged. She snuck inside 
before the workers closed it, and my neighbors took her in.” 

Aaron and Thisbe stared. “You lie,” said Thisbe. “My mother was not a pirate.” 

“When was this?” Aaron demanded. “As adults?” 

“No. It was a year before I was purged. She was my age.” Frieda snorted angrily. 
“And I ended up being the Unwanted. Can you believe that?” 

The other dissenters chuckled uneasily. Just before Thisbe was about to ask 
Frieda why she seemed so angry about being declared Unwanted when it led to 
being in Artimé, her head was filled with a wild roar. Her eyesight was taken over 
by blinding scenes of dragons and castles and fighting. She fell to the ground, 
quivering on the grass, until she lay still. 

“Look at that evil girl!” cried Frieda in alarm, stepping back and pointing. “She 
is possessed! All of you remaining Stowes are filled with the evil of your mother. 
And Alex is no longer here to control you.” 





Pushing Forward 


The Revinie’s-toar brought Drock to the shore of Artimé looking for support. He 
came on land as Thisbe was sitting up. Luckily her episode had scared off the 
dissenters for now. 

“She knows we're out here,” said Drock, more agitated than Thisbe had ever seen 
him since they'd been back. “She’s after you, Thisbe. And me. I knew this would 
happen.” Drock swung his head around, his eyes wild. 

“What makes you say that?” asked Aaron with alarm. He knew dragons had 
special senses, and he wasn’t about to discount Drock’s words and actions as 
hysterics. 

“I can feel it,” said Drock, beginning to pace the shore. His tail curled and 
unfurled. “I told you before—it’s the dragon curse. It’s like a great foreboding 
weight in my bones. It’s our flaw. Our weakness. She found it, and we can’t resist.” 

Thisbe rubbed her aching head. “What are you talking about?” she asked weakly. 
“You're not making sense.” 

“She’s exploiting it. It’s finally coming together,” said Drock. He couldn’t stop 
his neck from fidgeting or his head from bobbing and constantly turning to look to 
the west. “We dragons are not all-powerful. Not like anyone thought.” 

“Tm not sure I follow you, Drock,” said Aaron. “We know that you were 
captured—that you could be kept against your will. So we already knew you 
weren't all-powerful.” 


1? 


“But at least we had hold of our minds back then!” Drock roared, causing the 
mansion’s new windows to rattle. “This is different! The Revinir has discovered the 
dragon curse! She’s rendered us useless except to do her bidding. Where she failed 
before, allowing my siblings and me to escape, she has now rectified—she stole our 
minds, Aaron. 

“Worst of all,” Drock went on, “she knows she doesn’t have us all. She’s going to 
keep at it until you and I go to her, Thisbe—she won’t stop until we succumb to her 
call. I believe we're the only ones left. The only . . . ones.” He cringed and squeezed 
his eyes shut, as if the pounding in his ears was growing worse. His words began to 
slur. “If we don’t go there, she'll come after us. Yes, I’m certain she will.” 

Thisbe and Aaron exchanged an alarmed glance. This wasn’t news to Thisbe, 
but it seemed like nobody in Artimé had taken it seriously whenever she'd tried to 
explain it to them. “But why does she want us so badly when she has all the other 
dragons?” Thisbe asked. 

Drock opened his eyes and gave her a pained look. “Because we can help her . . . 
but we can also still beat her. You, Thisbe. She knows you can beat her.” 

“I wish I knew how.” Thisbe felt sick to her stomach, and for a moment she 
desperately wanted to doubt everything Drock was saying. “Why can’t she be happy 
with what she has? Why can’t she leave us alone?” 

“What makes her strongest is also her downfall,” Drock muttered. “This curse 
will come back to haunt her. It must!” 

Though some things were becoming clearer, Thisbe and Aaron were still 
puzzled. Drock was acting delirious and not always making sense. And Thisbe was 
struggling more than usual to get her strength back after the most recent roar. 
“Stay strong, Drock,” Thisbe urged him. “Do you hear the roar still?” 

“It’s not the roar of the Revinir that continues to haunt me,” Drock said as he 
turned to go. “It’s the deafening silence of no other dragon minds fighting back.” 
He hesitated, then looked over his shoulder at Thisbe. “We two are the last to 
battle the curse with our minds intact. Pm not sure how much longer I can 
withstand it. If we are to go, we must go soon.” 

“Soon?” Thisbe whispered, clutching her chest. Was she ready? 

Drock shoved off into the water. “I'll be back.” He propelled himself to the west. 
Thisbe’s head ached. She turned to her brother. “What do you make of that?” she 
asked, feeling breathless. 

Aaron stared after the beast. “I think we're in for a long brainstorming session, 
little sister,” he said. “You and me. If what Drock said is true, that the Revinir is not 


going to stop until she has you two, we need to cut off her ability to control the 
dragons. Who knows what she’s capable of? If she comes here, or even if she sends 
dragons to collect you, all of Artimé and the seven islands will be in danger. We 
don’t have the ability to fight an enemy like that.” 

Thisbe stepped into Aaron’s space and said accusingly, “I’ve been saying this for 
weeks! Finally someone believes me.” She shook her head. “Finally. Thank you, 
Aaron.” 

“Tm sorry I didn’t give this my full attention before,” said Aaron. “With 
everything going on, it’s been . . . difficult. Hard to focus on this. But you have me 
now. We must prepare for the inevitable.” He was quiet for a long moment, then 
glanced around worriedly for the dissenters. He lowered his voice. “Even if we can 
fight off the Revinir somehow and miraculously sustain no injuries, the dissenters 
will blame me for her showing up, of course. And I don’t know how much more 
blame I can take before they grow strong enough to oust me for good.” 

“That would be a huge mistake,” said Thisbe. 

“Or a huge relief,” Aaron said under his breath. He lifted his hand to shield his 
eyes from the afternoon sun and stared toward Warbler. “Hmm,” he said. 

“What?” Thisbe turned to look. 

“Drock is coming back.” 

The scales on Thisbe’s arms and legs shifted, and Thisbe felt a looming sense of 
dread. She stood up and stared at Drock, speeding toward them. “Something's not 
right,” she said. 

Aaron stood up too, and they waited until Drock made a splash landing in front 
of them. 

“What is it?” Thisbe asked the dragon, feeling her heart leap to her throat. 

Drock was out of breath. “It’s happening,” he said, panting. “They're coming. The 


Revinir is coming.” 





Underprepared 


Thisbe tele hke Nee eae vasanderwaer She herd wae Drocdewis saying, but his 
words were muted because her heart was pounding so loudly. “Oh, Aaron,” she said 
with a groan, “she’s coming for me.” There was no question in Thisbe’s mind. She 
knew it by the way her scales rose. She was part dragon, and with it came certain 
instincts, some of which she was still figuring out. But this was definitely one of 
them. 

She also knew the dragon-woman had sent soldiers out looking for her and 
Rohan after their escape. But why did she want Thisbe back so badly when she had 
everyone else? One more black-eyed slave seemed inconsequential when the Revinir 
had all the dragons from everywhere and beyond. Was there something to what 
Drock had said about Thisbe being able to beat her? If so, she certainly didn’t 
believe it. Or was it more about being able to help her with her awful plans? And 
what did it mean that the Revinir was coming now? So soon? If she was venturing 
way out here, did that mean she'd already captured Rohan and Maiven? Or didn’t 
she care about them anymore, because they hadn’t drunk the dragon-bone broth? 

“Are you sure?” Aaron demanded of Drock. “The Revinir herself is coming?” 

“She and a few other dragons have crossed the gorge. At the rate they're flying, 
and if they don’t stop, they'll be here in a day and a half.” 

“A day and a half?” Thisbe cried. “What are we going to do? We're not ready.” 
She took a few paces up the shore, absently trying to brush her scales flat, then 
turned sharply and walked back toward Aaron, a most fearful look on her face. “We 


can’t fight them. We're not equipped! We're not strong enough! And we don’t have 
the right weapons. They'll destroy us all.” 

Aaron was standing in shocked silence. Then he shouted at the top of his lungs, 
“Florence! Simber!” 

Seconds later the door to the mansion flew open, and the two came running. 

Thisbe grabbed her brother’s sleeve and choked back a sob. “You have to give me 
up. She'll destroy everything! Everyone! The only human she wants is me. You’ve 
got to let me go to her!” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. I will never give you up.” 

“What's going on?” Simber growled as he and Florence arrived. 

Aaron explained everything as quickly as he could, while Drock muttered and 
grumbled at the shoreline. 

“A day and a half?” Florence said, incredulous. “There’s no way we'll be ready.” 

“You have to let me go,” Thisbe pleaded again. “It’s the only way to save Artimé.” 

“Absolutely not!” said Simber. “Stop that kind of talk. Let’s all take a few 
minutes to think this thrrrough.” 

Drock, Aaron, Thisbe, Simber, and Florence all went silent as they tried to 
collect their thoughts and figure out a plan. But Thisbe already knew what had to 
happen, and she wasn’t deterred. She was way more familiar with the Revinir’s 
tactics than any of them. And once the dragon-woman decided she wanted 
something, she wouldn’t stop until she had it. 

Before the group could discuss anything, the Revinir’s roar pierced into Thisbe’s 
ears again, knocking her flat and blinding her with the same old images for several 
minutes. By the time her senses returned and she opened her eyes, she found that 
Sky had joined them and was sitting near Thisbe’s head waiting for her to wake up. 
A few others had gathered as well and were talking gravely through the options. 

“Aaron, please listen to me,” Thisbe said, though her voice and her whole body 
was still weak from the Revinit’s call. “I told you what needs to happen. I can solve 
this and make it all go away.” 

“Thisbe, I told you already. The answer is no,” said Aaron sharply. “That’s not 
how Artimé does things.” 

“He’s right,” said Florence. “And who really believes that the Revinir will go 
away peacefully once she has you? I don’t trust her for a minute to just leave 
quietly. She’s greedy, and she has a lot of anger toward all of us after what we did to 
her years ago.” 

Florence had a point. 


Thisbe lay quietly, eyes closed, gathering her strength and hoping the dragon- 
woman wouldn't roar again. The way the roar permeated right into Thisbe’s mind 
was frightening. That the Revinir had such control of the deadly dragons and 
black-eyed children was shocking. Everything was so mental with her—and the 
people of Artimé had no way to fight something like that. 

Thisbe’s eyes popped open. She stared at the blue sky, where a single fluffy cloud 
floated. The scales on her arms and legs began to tingle, and she sat up swiftly. 
“Could that be it?” she said softly. They'd been so focused on designing a physical 
spell to beat dragons and the Revinir. And that was definitely important. But what 
if the Revinir really was impossible to beat in a physical way? They had to come up 
with something else, or shed have control of all of these dragons and people 
forever. Thisbe touched Florence’s arm to get her attention. “Florence, | know what 
we need to do.” 

Florence stopped talking and turned to Thisbe. “What?” 

“We need a different kind of magic.” 





Another Direction 


Yes. A different kind of magic,” Thisbe repeated as her thoughts came together. 
“Not just physical, like components that we throw to cause injury. We need mental 
components. Something that will affect the Revinir’s mind.” 

Everyone looked at Thisbe with varying levels of confusion. “Okaaay,” said 
Florence after a moment. “I see where you're going. But we don’t really do that kind 
of magic here.” 

“Nobody did my kind of magic before I came along,” Thisbe argued. “Or Fifer’s.” 

“True,” said Florence, still looking skeptical. “But you were born with that. You 
weren't taught it. We didn’t create it.” 

Thisbe wrinkled her forehead. “Good point.” She slumped for a moment. 

“I think Thisbe is onto something,” Samheed said. “Obviously, different kinds of 
magic exist even if we don’t use them. Remember Gondoleery Rattrapp? Hers was 
element based. Fire, rain, ice, wind. And the Revinir definitely has a different sort 
of magic from us. When she was Queen Eagala on Warbler, she placed that silence 
spell over the island. And now she’s using two types of bone broth as her 
components.” 

“Not everything we do requires a physical component,” Thisbe added, sitting up 
again. “Like the glass spell. We use our minds to send that. So why can’t we try 
to... I don’t know . .. develop that kind of magic some more?” 

“Therrre’s a big differrrence between conjurrring up a piece of glass and 
stopping a drrragon-woman frrrom mentally commanding hundrrreds of 
drrragons,” said Simber. “We'd have a lot of experrrimenting to do.” 


“And no time to do it,” said Aaron. “There’s no way we can develop anything of 
that sort in months, much less by tomorrow.” 

“We can try, at least,” said Thisbe. “Maybe it’s easy. You don’t know.” 

“I wouldn’t know where to start,” Aaron admitted. “I don’t even understand how 
her whole roar thing works.” 

“I do,” said Thisbe. 

“As do I,” said Drock from the water, surprising the others. They hadn't 
expected the dragon to contribute to this part of the conversation, but perhaps he 
had some insight the rest of them didn’t have. 

“Great,” said Florence. “Thisbe and Drock, you two see what you can come up 
with while the rest of us speed up the work on Alex’s old obliterate spells. I cringe 
to imagine what would happen if anyone makes a mistake with one of them, but 
that’s the only thing we have going for us in this short amount of time. I think our 
backs are against the wall. I wish there was a way to hold them off—even a week 
would give me enough time to properly put together the obliterate spell. Then at 
least we wouldn't be caught flat-footed.” 

“Do what you can,” said Aaron. “Even if you can only put together one 
component before they get here, it'll be much better than none. I'll go alert the 
blackboards and get the word out about the threat.” He seemed to deflate a bit as 
he imagined the reaction to the news. “This isn’t going to be easy.” 

Sky gave him a sympathetic smile. “It never was for Alex, either. But at least he 
didn’t have the gang of dissenters to deal with. He’d be so furious about that.” 

“Yes, he would be,” said Aaron, catching Sky’s eye with a hint of a smile. “I’m 
afraid to see what they'll do when they hear this. I guess we'll soon find out.” His 
smile faded and was replaced by a look of determination as he strode toward the 
mansion. 

Thisbe turned to the dragon. A desperate feeling rose in her throat. “Where do 
we start, Drock?” she asked. 

“I don’t quite know,” said Drock. “Perhaps pooling information based on our 
experiences will help us gain more understanding of the way she works. Then we 
can try to figure out how to stop her.” 

“Can I help?” Sky asked them. “Tm not much use in the component-building 
department. But I grew up with her—she was Queen Eagala back then. She was my 
leader on Warbler until Crow and I escaped.” 

“Oh, yes, that’s a great idea,” said Thisbe. “You probably have a lot of insight 
about the way she was when she had Warbler under her thumb.” But would it help 


them actually accomplish anything in time? Thisbe doubted it. 

Knowing the Revinir was less than a day-and-a-half’s distance away was 
overwhelming, and it made Thisbe want to give up—there was no chance that 
they'd figure out a solution to this plan in so little time. But it was their only hope. 
The three sat together on the lawn and talked about their experiences with the 
Revinir, hoping for a breakthrough. 

Sky explained what it was like when the Revinir was Queen Eagala. “You might 
not know that Eagala was the younger sister of Marcus Today and the High Priest 
Justine. She was quite a bit younger, and when Justine and Marcus left Warbler as 
teenagers to begin Quill, they left Eagala behind. Some say that Eagala never got 
over that. She desperately wanted to go with them. When they wouldn’t allow it, 
she hated them.” 

“Wow,” said Thisbe. “So decades later, she took it out on her own world to prove 
how powerful she’d become? And she attacked anyone who came from Quill— 
right? Like Samheed and Lani. Was that all because of her grudge against her 
siblings?” 

“That’s what most Warblerans believe.” 

Drock snorted angrily, making Sky and Thisbe dodge a blast of smoke. 

Sky continued. “She took over the rulership of Warbler when her parents died, 
and completely changed everything. Even her name—she began to call herself 
Eagala and demanded everyone use names related to earth and nature. Thus my 
name and my brother’s: Sky and Crow. And Copper. And Phoenix, and Scarlet, and 
Thatcher ... You get the picture.” 

Thisbe thought this through. “It’s interesting. I’m not sure how it can help us, 
but maybe there’s something more to the story of how she felt spurned by her 
brother and sister.” 

Sky shrugged. “I’m not sure either, but it seems important to her motivations, I 
guess.” She shared a few other stories about Eagala’s penchant for having a throne 
room to keep her secret writings and possessions in. Thisbe shared that the Revinir 
had done the same thing in the catacombs. 

Then Sky told the other two about how Eagala had eventually put a silent spell 
over the entire island so she could more easily detect strangers coming ashore. 

“Why?” asked Drock. “Was she afraid of strangers?” 

“She was very possessive of her people. She didn’t want anyone leaving. She 
believed people would come and steal us away.” 

“That rings true,” said Thisbe. “That must be why she’s coming all the way out 


here. She can’t stand it that Drock and I escaped. She told me once that she had big 
plans for me—she kept trying to get me to be her special assistant.” 

“So she’s greedy, she’s possessive, she’s power hungry, and she’s angry about her 
siblings not including her,” said Sky, summing things up so far. 

“What was her reason for the thorn necklaces and the orange eyes?” Thisbe 
asked. 

“That was part of her controlling process,” said Sky, touching the scars at her 
throat. “The orange eyes were like a brand—like what she did to the back of your 
neck, Thisbe. It’s her symbol that she owns you. She came looking for Crow and me 
back in those early days too, after we escaped and landed here, because she said we 
belonged to her.” Sky paused thoughtfully. “The thornaments came about after she 
realized that her silence spell over the island didn’t stop humans from being able to 
speak. She wanted to control us and keep us from communicating.” 

Drock looked up. “That was part of the reason for the muzzles on my siblings 
and me. Mostly to stop us from breathing fire or attacking her with our teeth, of 
course. But she didn’t like us communicating.” 

“And now she controls minds in order to stop ordinary communication between 
slaves,” said Thisbe. She turned to Drock. “Tell us more. How did she manage to 
capture you in the first place?” 

Drock frowned. He didn’t like to talk about it. But after a moment he gave in 
and shared about his time in captivity and how the Revinir had first captured the 
dragons. “We'd just arrived across the gorge, and we were hungry and innocent and 
looking for water so we could fish. We knew that was supposed to be our land, and 
I suppose we expected the people there to be good. We should have noticed there 
were no other dragons around—we thought we just hadn’t gone far enough yet to 
find them. We shouldn’t have trusted the first person we happened upon. But she 
gave us food, and we told her our story. Then she . . .” Drock cringed, then 
continued. “She told us there was special lodging in the castle for guest dragons. 
She went to arrange it.” 

“Oh, Drock,” said Thisbe, pivoting between incredulousness and pity as the 
story unfolded. 

“ÉI know. We were naive. But her offer of special lodging in the castle—it 
sounded like a dream come true. After ten years of running and hiding from the 
pirates and giant eels in this world, we wanted desperately to believe that the land 
of the dragons was everything our mother remembered it to be. Finally we felt we 
were being treated properly! That’s what we thought, anyway. We didn’t know the 


dragons had all been driven out by the current rulers.” He grimaced, and a line of 
smoke rose from his nostrils. “We found out later that the Revinir had negotiated 
with the king to take us captive. And that together they would use us as their 
slaves.” 

“That’s the saddest story I've ever heard,” said Sky. “I can understand how you 
were taken in because of your expectations.” 

“After we were muzzled and chained in those dungeon stalls, they only used one 
of us at a time and threatened to kill the remaining four if the one being worked 
tried to escape.” He hesitated. “Captivity was horrible. After a while I... stopped 
speaking.” 

“You've taken it up again, though,” said Thisbe encouragingly, “which has been 
very helpful. We're going to find a way to fight this and make you all free again.” 
But even as she said it, her heart sank, because there was no possible solution to 
this imminent problem. 

Sky spoke up. “How are you able to withstand the Revinir’s call, Drock?” 

Drock looked out to sea and was quiet for a moment. “I’m not like other 
dragons,” he said finally. “That’s all I know. My lack of focus and inability to 
concentrate is saving me, I suppose. I hear and feel the roar, though. And its pull is 
getting stronger. I fear... I fear one day...” He didn’t finish. 

Thisbe nodded solemnly. She knew his fear all too well. That someday they 
might succumb to it like everyone else had. 

Drock turned to Thisbe. “How are you managing to resist the roars?” 

“I drank a vial of the ancestor broth, in addition to the dragon-bone broth. She 
forced me to test it. We didn’t know if it held power—in fact, the Revinir still 
doesn’t know that it does anything at all. She tried it, and it doesn’t affect her. I lied 
to her—told her it did nothing to me. But it’s as powerful as the roar. Its effects 
fight against her call, leaving me paralyzed and blinded by images of that troubled 
land’s history.” 

“Did you take in equal amounts of both broths?” asked Drock. 

“I guess so,” said Thisbe. 

Drock shifted and looked intensely at Thisbe. “Where does she keep the broths?” 

“In the throne room inside the catacombs,” Thisbe told him. 

“Oh.” Drock seemed to deflate. “It’s a shame we can’t get more of it to dilute the 
dragon-bone broth’s effects on your system,” mused Drock. “It might tip things in 
the right direction for us.” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened. “But, Drock,” she said slowly. “I do have some more.” She 


jumped to her feet. “Wait here. I'll be right back.” 





Splitting Up 


Toernooi up the staircase, then down the girls’ hallway to 
her room, shouting at her magical door to let her in so she wouldn’t waste time. She 
smashed her shoulder into it, for it unexpectedly didn’t open. Grabbing the handle, 
she rattled it hard. “It’s Thisbe!” she said. “Let me in, stupid door!” 

But the door remained locked. “What is happening?” Thisbe muttered. And at 
such a hectic time! Had Aaron’s announcement put the mansion on lockdown or 
something? “Hello!” she shouted. 

The door opened, and Fifer’s face peered out. “Hi,” she said stonily. 

“Pm in a hurry.” Thisbe pushed the door impatiently, but Fifer’s foot blocked it 
from being able to open wide enough. “Fifer, what are you doing?” 

“I—I moved your stuff out,” Fifer said. Her eyes were red rimmed. “Just like you 
wanted. There was an empty room down the hall—I piled everything outside. You 
can’t miss it.” 

Thisbe stared. “Fife,” she said, and brought her hands to her forehead in dismay. 
“What the— Why? Are you serious?” 

“You said you wanted your own room. I figured I'd help.” Fifer crossed her arms 
and blinked furiously to keep the tears back. 

Thisbe let out a frustrated noise, then backed out of the doorway, defeated. She 
looked all the way down to the end of the hallway. Sure enough, there sat a messy 
pile of her things. “You picked a terrible time to be awful,” Thisbe said in disgust. 
“Check your blackboard.” She turned and ran down the hallway. 


Fifer frowned and closed the door. 

As Thisbe approached her new room, the door swung open, sensing her 
presence. But she didn’t go inside. Instead she rummaged through her stuff, 
searching frantically for the ancestor broth that she’d swiped. She’d given one 
bottle to Rohan and kept the other one for herself. But where was it? She checked 
all of her pockets and treasure boxes and dresser drawers. Finally she uncovered it 
from the mess and held it up. The liquid glistened inside. “There,” she whispered. 
“Thank goodness.” 

Leaving everything strewn about the hallway and the door to her room standing 
open, Thisbe took the vial of broth and ran back the way she had come, past her 
old room, where Fifer skulked inside, no doubt feeling terrible once she learned 
about the Revinir’s approach. 

Thisbe felt a twinge, but she hardened to it. Fifer had been mean. Sure, she was 
probably hurting. But she hadn't needed to retaliate in this ridiculous way like a 
child. And now Fifer was probably regretting it, for she certainly couldn’t have 
known that the Revinir was coming for Thisbe. 

“She'll be sorry soon enough,” Thisbe muttered. “But right now she’s not my 
problem.” Breathing hard, Thisbe reached Drock on the lawn and held up the vial. 
“Here it is. Do you really think it will help drown out the roar?” 

“It seems logical,” said Drock. “And maybe it'll give you even more insight into 
the history of our land.” 

Thisbe bit her lip, feeling her stomach churn. The memory of the time she'd 
drunk it before was a difficult one. And the stuff had tasted pretty awful. In order 
not to gag, she had to get past dwelling on what was actually in that vial and just 
drink it down. She took the top off and sniffed it tentatively, then made a horrible 
face. “No doubt it tastes better steaming hot than lukewarm,” she remarked. Before 
she could allow herself any more thoughts about it, she plugged her nose, then 
threw the broth into the back of her throat and swallowed. She gagged reflexively, 
but held the liquid down. 

A second later, a new series of images flashed before her eyes. But she could 
hardly pay attention to them, because at that moment, a huge group of people 
burst out of the mansion. They were yelling harshly, demanding Aaron’s immediate 
removal from the office of head mage. 


Alone in her room, Fifer woke up her blackboard, Desdemona, and read the 
announcement that Aaron had posted to all the blackboards in Artimé. 

Attention, everyone! I regret to inform you that Drock the dark purple dragon has 
spotted the Revinir (formerly known as Queen Eagala) coming this way with a fleet of 
dragons. They will arrive sometime tomorrow. If you are a trained mage, please load up 
your component vests and meet Florence on the lawn tonight after dinner for more details 
and training exercises. If you can use traditional weapons, gear up and join the mages, for 
we need you most of all. We believe the Revinir is seeking to capture Thisbe Stowe and will 
attack Artimé ruthlessly to get to her. Unfortunately, our magic is not strong enough to fend 
off her or the dragons she controls. We are working on a solution now. Stay tuned for 
further details and instructions. 

Fifer stared at the words, hardly comprehending them. Then she looked around 
the room, now void of everything belonging to Thisbe, and groaned. “I’m a terrible 
person.” She ran to the window and looked out, spotting Thisbe on the lawn with 
Sky and Drock. Aaron and Florence and a few others were nearby. And streaming 
out of the mansion was a huge group of dissenters—way more than Fifer had ever 
seen before. They were heading straight for Fifer’s family. And they were spitting 


mad. 





The Chaos beFore the Storm 


By the time Fifer found Seth and the two wormed their way through the crowds to 
the lawn, the number of dissenters had increased even more. Cleary, Frieda Stubbs 
had been recruiting followers in her quest to stop Aaron from being their leader. 
And the recent news that the Revinir was coming to attack had convinced a whole 
lot more people that maybe Frieda was right. 

Florence tried to quiet them all down, but she made no progress. They began 
chanting “Fire the mage! Save our land!” over and over again in unison. 

“Like that'll help,” muttered Seth to Fifer. “Let’s all stand around shouting while 
the Revinir closes in with a bunch of enemy dragons.” 

“These dissenter people have no idea what they’re talking about,” said Fifer. 
“They weren’t there. They didn’t see what the Revinir has become.” She squinted, 
then pointed toward the jungle. “Come on. I see Thiz hiding over there behind 
Drock.” 

“Thank goodness he’s here, or this might be a hundred times worse.” 

“It’s already bad enough. Besides, I need to apologize to Thisbe. I screwed up.” 

“What did you do?” 

Fifer told him. 

Seth snorted and shook his head. “That was kind of ridiculous, don’t you think? 
Why would you do that?” 

Fifer frowned. “I don’t know,” she mumbled. “Tve just been feeling really bad 
lately about . . . stuff. But it’s not all my fault. She said she wanted separate rooms.” 


Everything was a mess. And it wasn’t just Fifer’s relationship with Thisbe that had 
gone wonky. Seth had been annoying at the party, and though she’d forgiven him 
by now for walking off without her, their relationship was strained. And there was 
also Simber—she’d grown so close to him after Alex died. But since they discovered 
Aaron was the new leader, Simber had all but abandoned her. It felt like Fifer had 
lost everyone, and none of those people seemed to care. Why weren't their hearts 
breaking for her like hers was for them? 

She couldn’t wallow in her sorrows now, though. Her twin was in danger. And 
whenever Thisbe was in danger, Fifer stepped up. There was no other way to be 
twins, in her mind. No matter what arguments remained unsolved between them. 

“Thisbe!” Fifer called out over the dissenters. She waved, then pushed through to 
Thisbe’s side. “I was thoughtless and selfish. I’m sorry. TIl... Pll bring all your stuft 
back to our room.” 

Thisbe stared icily at Fifer for a long moment. “Do you think I care about any of 
that right now? Did you even read the blackboard?” 

“Yes!” said Fifer. “Of course! That’s why I said I was sorry. And . . . because of 
moving your stuff out too, but mostly I care about the Revinir coming after you.” 

Thisbe just shook her head and turned away. “Drock, can we go somewhere 
away from this noise so we can figure out how to survive an attack by the Revinir? 
You know, since you and I are both in a lot of imminent danger?” 

Fifer wasn’t sure if the noise Thisbe referred to meant her or the dissenters. Her 
face fell. Before she could sort out whether she should try apologizing again, or do 
something else, Drock threaded his tail around Thisbe and put her onto his back. 
Then he lumbered to the water and pushed out to sea, leaving Fifer and Seth 
watching them go. 

“Maybe we'd better try helping Aaron instead,” said Seth dryly. 

“She'll come around,” said Fifer with determination. “I know my sister. At 
least... I used to.” 

“She'll come around? The Revinir is coming to abduct her! She’s got a lot on her 
mind right now besides you.” Seth just shook his head at Fifer. “Not everything is 
about you all the time. You know that, Fifer?” 

Fifer stared at him, unable to think of a comeback. Why couldn’t she get 
anything right? After a moment, Seth left. He pushed through the crowd to where 
Florence was standing, acting as a bodyguard for Aaron, and asked if there was 
anything he could do to help. Fifer frowned after him, not sure what to do. 

Fifer’s sadness turned to indignation as she mentally reviewed what had just 


happened. She knew very well that not everything was about her. It made her mad 
that Seth would say such a thing. Fifer also knew that this situation was really 
serious—why else would she step up and apologize to get back on Thisbe’s good 
side when the whole “getting a new room” thing wasn’t even totally Fifer’s fault? 
She was just trying to quickly clear up that little altercation so they could work on 
the real problem, which was obviously the Revinir. But they had at least a little 
time before the dragon-woman would be here. Fifer had figured a few minutes 
patching things up wouldn’t make a difference. 

But Thisbe hadn’t appreciated the gesture, much less understood it for what it 
was: an effort to get them on the same page so Fifer could help stop the Revinir. So 
now what? After a moment, Fifer plowed after Seth to Aaron’s side, determined to 
get something right. Because everything she did lately seemed like a big mistake. 

“Hey!” Fifer shouted, heading for the protesters. “Everybody just stop it! Stop 
acting like a bunch of babies! Do you seriously think now is a good time to get rid 
of the head mage? With the Revinir on her way here? Let me tell you what she’s 
like, in case you haven't heard.” 

But the dissenters didn’t want to listen. Especially Frieda Stubbs, who turned to 
Fifer and got right up into her face. “Your family is the reason the Revinir is 
coming here!” 

Fifer felt her face get hot. “Were trying to fix this!” 

“You caused it,” said Frieda, “and the only way to fix it is if you go away. So I say 
you should all leave!” 

Fifer gasped. Frieda’s people started to chant: “Leave! Leave! Leave!” 

Frieda smirked at her. “See? The people have spoken. You must leave! Or else 
we'll hand you over to the Revinir when she gets here.” 





Threats and More Threats 


Hove back!” Florence watned Frieda and the other dissenters: “Please! Allow us to 
figure out our plan so we can stop the Revinir from coming! We need silence! Your 
treasonous threats aren’t helping anything.” 

“We need a new mage!” shouted someone from the group. It was met with 
raucous agreement. “Sacrifice the Stowes to save our land!” hollered someone else. 

Fifer’s eyes widened, and she hung back behind her brother. She'd faced a lot of 
things in her life, but never betrayal by people who were supposed to be on her 
team. It was greatly unsettling. Even Seth looked frightened on her behalf, which 
was a relief. Samheed and Lani arrived to see what was happening. Samheed eyed 
Aaron suspiciously—he seemed to be the cause of all of Artime’s problems lately. 

Simber returned and forced his way between the dissenters and the ones trying 
to stop the Revinir. He let out a huge roar, which was effective in getting some of 
the protesters to back up a bit, if not scare them away completely. 

Sky pushed her way through the crowd behind him and came up to Fifer. 
“What's going on? Where’s Thisbe?” 

“She’s off with Drock,” Fifer said, flipping her hand toward the water. 
“Everybody’s lost their minds. They’re blaming us for the Revinir coming.” 

Sky regarded the girl thoughtfully. “Well, they have a point. She wouldn't be 
heading this way if it weren't for Thisbe and Drock escaping.” 

“Sky!” said Fifer, appalled. 


“Tm just trying to understand where they're coming from!” 


Fifer frowned. “That’s impossible, and it won’t do any good. They’re not making 
sense.” 

“Well, it doesn’t hurt to try to reason with them. But I need to understand them 
first if were going to make any progress there.” 

Fifer rolled her eyes. “We don’t have time for that! Simber, can you please get 
Frieda’s people out of our faces so we can figure this thing out?” 

Simber didn’t oblige and instead looked at Aaron. 

“Leave them be,” said Aaron. “They have a right to be here.” 

Fifer crossed her arms over her chest in frustration. She could feel her face burn. 

Seth sighed, exasperated. Samheed and Lani looked uneasily at each other. 

Florence shook her head and went to Aaron. “Then let’s go to Karkinos for a 
little while, where it’s quiet. We don’t have time for this fight right now.” 

After a moment, Aaron agreed. He climbed on Simber’s back, then helped Fifer 
and Sky up too, and they flew to the nearby Island of Legends, where they could 
hopefully talk in peace. Samheed watched Aaron fly off, the troubled look on his 
face remaining. Then he and Lani pushed the crowd away from the mansion door 
so people could get in and out and went back inside to load up their component 


vests. 


Thisbe and Drock joined the group on the shore of the giant crab island. A bit 
later, [brahim and Clementi learned of the gathering and came with Scarlet in her 
skiff. Back in Artime, Florence got Seth and Carina and a few others working on 
the obliterate spell. Once the chaos was somewhat controlled, she walked along the 
sea bottom to Karkinos to help the ones there. 

After a couple of anxious hours, they still had no quick solutions other than the 
obliterate spell. Every now and then Aaron rose to look anxiously toward Artimé. 
“The crowd along the shore seems bigger.” 

They could faintly hear the chanting from the dissenters. 

Simber paced the shore. “Theirrr numberrrs have been incrrreasing everrry 
hourrr,” he growled. 

“I don’t care,” said Aaron recklessly. “Let them shout until their voices are gone. 
We've got more important things to worry about right now.” He scratched his head 
and turned to gaze at the group with him. “We might want to hide Thisbe.” 

“What about Drock?” said Thisbe. “He’s in just as much danger.” 


“He can defend himself,” said Aaron. 

“So can I,” Thisbe argued. 

Simber, who had stationed himself on the edge of the crab island to watch 
Artimé, shook his head. “We shouldn’t have left.” 

Florence looked up sharply. “What? Why not?” 

“They'll say they've drrriven us off” 

“That’s ridiculous,” said Thisbe. “They haven't done any such thing.” 

“Well,” said Fifer, going to stand next to Simber, “they sort of did, I guess. Look 
at us.” 

Sky nodded. “It does seem that way,” she said. “Does it matter?” 

“Of courrrse it does,” said Simber. “They werrre trrrying to drrrive the Stowes 
away, and they've succeeded.” 

“Not technically,” said Thisbe. “Were just at our friends’ island.” But no one 
seemed to think that mattered. 

Florence got up too and joined Aaron, Simber, and Fifer, looking out at Artime. 
“Hmm,” she said, growing increasingly troubled. “You may be right, Sim. I wish Td 
thought of that before suggesting we come here.” 

Aaron frowned, and his face retained a troubled expression. “I’m honestly not 
sure what to do. Should we go back and try to deal with this? We need our people 
prepared for this attack. But if I get caught up in the shouting match, we waste 
even more planning time.” He hung his head, exasperated. “I wish they would just 
try to understand that and give us some time to take care of this immediate 
problem before it’s too late for everyone. It’s so frustrating!” 

“How many of them are there, Simber?” Fifer asked. 

“Overrr a hundrrred now, and grrrowing. This is a rrreal issue, Aarrron.” 

Thisbe looked up but remained with the other young mages and Drock to try to 
come up with a new spell that would stop the Revinir. 

“Samheed and Lani came out of the mansion a while ago and werrre trrrying to 
calm them down,” said Simber. “They gave up and went back inside.” He growled 
under his breath. “This is out of contrrrol.” 

“But what should we do?” said Aaron, raising his voice in frustration. “I don’t 
know what you want me to do, Simber. You seem to have thoughts—why not just 
say them?” 

Simber glanced at Aaron. “I’m not the head mage of Arrrtimé.” 

“Tm asking you for advice!” Aaron said. 

“Fine. Then I think you should go back and take charrrge of the situation. Don’t 


stop until you have the people underrr contrrrol.” 

Aaron worked his jaw. He had no idea what he could possibly say to stop the 
people from protesting him and his sisters. 

“And,” Simber continued, “Florrrence and I should go with you forrr 
prrrotection and intimidation purrrposes.” 

“But what about the Revinir?” Aaron spat out. 

Florence stepped in. “If you don’t take control of this situation and get everyone 
prepared as much as you can, there will be mass casualties.” She paused to let the 
words sink in. “We have to expect the worst, and we need to communicate that 
clearly. We must get these people settled down and ready to fight for their lives.” 

Aaron felt his face grow hot with anger. There was no time for this. He had 
never asked for this job, and he hated that he was forced to do it, especially under 
such stressful times. But he wanted to go back to Artime for a different reason—to 
tell Kaylee to take Daniel back to the Island of Shipwrecks for a while. For their 
safety. 

“TIl go with you, Aaron,” said Fifer. 

Thisbe shot her sister a frustrated glance. She needed more help than Aaron did. 
But it just proved even more solidly to Thisbe that Fifer no longer cared about the 
land of the dragons or their people. And there was nothing that could happen that 
would change that—Fifer had to want it. Thisbe couldn’t want it for her. But 
clearly Fifer had a much stronger connection to Artimé than to the black-eyed 
rulers of Grimere. 

“I think you'd better stay with Thisbe,” Aaron told Fifer. He turned sharply to 
face the others. “I need all of you to work harder than you've ever worked while I’m 
gone.” 

Fifer sighed. She was no longer calling any shots—not just in leadership, but 
even when her own life choices were involved. Her time as group leader was deader 
than dead. She glanced at Simber, who wasn’t paying any attention to her, then 
threw her hands up and went back to the small group of mages. 

As precious time ticked away, more and more people of Artimeé joined the 
dissenters in condemning the head mage and demanding his resignation. Florence 
quickly started walking toward Artimé, and Simber and Aaron prepared to fly 
back to settle things there once and for all. 





Everything Is AwFul 


With the Revinir gaining ground, Simber and Aaron approached Artimé from the 
sky, and Florence emerged from the sea. Aaron could hear the chants loud and 
clear. “Down with the Stowes! Fire the mage!” Samheed and Lani had returned 
outside with Carina this time to try to control the protest. But they weren’t having 
any luck. 

Aaron felt terrible that the people had not only turned on him, but on Thisbe 
and Fifer, too. It was so strange that Frieda had implicated their mother as her 
reason to despise them—he’d never heard anyone speak like that about her before. 
Aaron had only known his mother to be a quiet, obedient, selfless person. Sure, she 
hadn’t tried to stop Alex from being sent to his death, but no parent would’ve 
survived after standing against that practice back then. And she had died 
protecting her daughters. Perhaps that was her way of making up for past regrets. 
They'd never know. 

But who had she been? Had she really been a pirate, as Frieda seemed so sure 
about? Where had she come from? The Island of Fire? And how had she gotten to 
Quill? 

None of it mattered now. Simber flew over the people’s heads and found a clear 
spot on the lawn to land. The protesters turned around and moved toward them, 
making a circle around the group. Florence reached the shore and ran to the crowd, 
shouting for the people to be quiet for a moment so they could communicate. 

Aaron wasn’t sure what he was going to say. He had no idea what kind of 
response could work with such rabidly angry people. Was there anything he could 


convey that would calm them? It didn’t seem likely. Their minds were made up. If 
only Alex were here to fix all of this... . 

Eager for something new to be angry about, the crowd quieted enough for 
Aaron to speak. He slid off Simber’s back but stayed close. Sweat beaded on his 
forehead as he looked into the eyes of the people who hated him. “People of 
Artimé,” he said, “I understand your anger. I know why you hate me.” 

A murmur went through the group. 

“I believe you have a right to speak your mind, even if what you say hurts me. 
That’s what Alex would’ve said too.” 

“He'd still be here if you hadn’t killed him!” shouted one man, and a few others 
echoed their agreement with the statement. 

“I did NOT kill Alex!” Aaron said sharply, and several dissenters began to argue. 
It was the worst accusation of all of them, and the way they so falsely and blatantly 
threw it out there hurt more than all the others combined. 

“You had him killed, then!” said Frieda Stubbs. 

“That is preposterous!” said Aaron, spit flying. Rage grew, and he felt himself 
losing all sense of decorum. “I loved him more than I can express!” 

Simber emitted a low growl, perhaps trying to get Aaron back on track. But 
Aaron was tired and hurt and absolutely furious. His heart had been broken by his 
brother's death, and these people had spread such horrible rumors, not caring how 
much their words hurt him. This wasn’t what Artimé was about at all. When had 
this happened to these good people? 

Aaron tried to breathe, tried to control his tone while struggling to be heard 
against the voices around him, which were rising again. “Listen, everyone. I’m 
asking for you to delay your protest for a few days so that we can focus on stopping 
the Revinir from attacking all of us. I want you to prepare to fight and protect 
yourselves. Please! I’m begging you!” 

“You're planning to have us all killed now by this Revinir dragon-person. Is that 
right?” said Frieda with a sneer. “Is that your answer to everything? If somebody 
bothers you, you just kill them. You know what you need to do to fix this, Aaron, 
but you're too cowardly to do it.” 

Aaron focused on the woman who had started Artime’s descent into madness 
and felt suddenly very weary. “I am trying to prevent you all from being killed,” he 
said, his voice ragged, “while also protecting the Revinir’s targets. Just as Alex 
would have done.” 

“You lie!” cried Frieda. “Alex would have gone immediately and destroyed that 


monster and saved all of us. You're just standing here, drawing her to us, when you 
could sacrifice yourself and your evil sisters, and we'd be safe!” 

The chants began again. “Fire the mage! Sacrifice the Stowes!” 

Aaron felt like he was about to explode. “You have no idea how leadership 
works! And I didn’t even want this job!” he yelled. “If anybody else would like to be 
head mage and can save Artimé from this attack, just say the word, because I have 
had it with all of this!” 

There was a split second of silence in which everyone digested the mage’s words. 

“Aarrron!” roared Simber. But it was too late for Aaron to take the words back. 

Samheed looked aghast. Lani’s jaw dropped. She’d once wanted the job a long 
time ago, but not now. Not like this. 

“Where’s Claire?” Samheed whispered to Lani. “Claire!” he shouted. “Are you 
here?” But the woman was not present. 

Frieda Stubbs stepped forward. “I'll do it.” 

Aaron stared at her. Everyone gasped. And then slowly Aaron took off the robe. 

“Aaron, stop!” said Florence. 

The head mage handed the robe to Frieda Stubbs. 

“No, Aarrron!” said Simber. “This is disastrrrous!” 

“I don’t need a robe to try to save Artime,” said Aaron quietly. “It’s better for 
everyone that this distraction ends now. Good luck, Frieda. You're going to need 
it.” 

Frieda grabbed the robe and held it up triumphantly, and the people on the 
lawn erupted in cheers and shouts and expressions of disbelief and horror. People 
began to panic. “But she’s not even very magical,” said one. “How is such an 
untalented person going to be in charge of all of us?” shrieked another. “This is 
crazy!” 

“Aarrron!” Simber said once more, his voice awash in desperation and pleading. 

Aaron turned to the winged cheetah. In that instant his face fell as he realized 
what he’d just done to the beast. His face flooded with regret. And then the regret 
cleared and turned to resolve. “You heard me, Simber. It’s done. I’m... I’m done.” 
He swallowed hard as the cheetah’s face betrayed his feelings. 

“Why?” said Simber softly. “Why did you do this?” 

Aaron’s face broke, and he covered his mouth with trembling fingers. Then he 
dropped his hand and turned sharply. “Go, Simber. Frieda is your new mage. I hope 
you'll help her like you've helped every mage of this land.” He paused. “Please know 


I'll be fighting for Artimé more than ever. Believe it or not. We just couldn’t go on 
like... that.” 

Florence was speechless. One hand went to her hip and the other to her 
forehead, and she watched in shock as Aaron turned away. Then her eyes widened 
as chaos continued all around them. “Get him out of here!” 

Before the protesters could descend on Aaron in a frenzy, Lani, Carina, and 
Samheed pressed through the crowd and grabbed Aaron by the elbows. They 
dragged him toward the water—it was his only means of escape. Lani stayed at the 
shoreline to help Florence hold the crowds at bay as Samheed and Carina swam out 
with Aaron to protect him. 

“You really did it this time,” Samheed muttered. 

“Give him a break,” Carina snapped at him. 

Samheed frowned but was quiet, and Aaron didn’t say anything either. 

Once they'd swum halfway to Karkinos, Aaron stopped them and treaded water, 
breathing hard. “I can make it the rest of the way,” he said. “Go back to Artimé and 
stay with Simber. And please . . . please find Kaylee and tell her to go to the 
grandfathers as soon as possible. She and Daniel aren’t safe here. Tell her . . . tell her 
I love her. And TII see them when all of this mess is over.” 





Time Ticks Away 


Reluctantly Carina and Samheed let Aaron continue to Karkinos alone. Once they 
returned to Artime’s shore, Carina went to the mansion to help Simber and 
Florence in whatever way she could during such a disruptive time. But Samheed 
broke through the crowds of protesters and kept walking into Quill to find 
someone who could go in search of Claire Morning. 

On his way, he had a lot of soul-searching to do. He felt angry at Aaron for 
messing this up without regard for anyone else, just like he always used to do. But 
Carina’s reprimand had jerked him back to reality, and now he felt a little bit 
euilty for acting so mean after all Aaron had been through. It was obvious Samheed 
hadn’t wanted Aaron as head mage—the guy had brought a lot of baggage and 
complications to that position. But Samheed also hadn’t wanted anything like this 
to happen. It was frightening to watch strong Artimé unraveling. 

And as much as he’d preferred the idea of Claire as the head mage, Samheed 
wasn't going in search of her now to defy Aaron in any way—he would have never 
done this if Aaron hadn’t resigned. He was doing it for the sake of Artimé’s 
existence, because under Frieda Stubbs, it was only a matter of time before the 
magical world became a complete disaster. Sooner rather than later if they didn’t 
stop the Revinir. 

Knowing that many of the dissenters thought fondly of Claire and preferred her 
to Aaron, Samheed felt there was a good chance for Claire to smooth everything 


over between the Frieda supporters and the Aaron supporters. And with any luck, 
she could step in and take charge before the Revinir destroyed them all. 

When Samheed reached the outskirts of Quill’s neighborhood quadrants, he 
found a Necessary to go in search of Claire Morning and ask her to come to Artimé 
as soon as possible. Then he turned back and went to help Florence try to control 
the crowd and get everyone settled down. 


By that time, Aaron was approaching the Island of Legends. Karkinos reached out 
his coral-reef claw to assist him, lifting the sodden former head mage and placing 
him gently on the shore near the others. Once he’d caught his breath, he faced the 
ones there: Fifer, Thisbe, Sky, Ibrahim, and Clementi. They, with Drock’s help, had 
kept an eye on the whole interaction and could tell bad things were going on, but 
they couldn’t hear well enough to understand everything. 

Thisbe and Fifer came up to embrace Aaron. “What happened?” Thisbe asked, 
alarmed. “Why did you give up your robe?” 

Aaron, still a bit dazed, explained what had transpired. “There was no chance of 
getting them to listen,” he said. “I’m a distraction. Way too big of one at such a 
crucial moment. I had to do it. 1... I wanted to. I can’t go on like this. Being head 
mage was never something I desired, anyway. Not . . . not now.” 

Fifer stared over the water, trying to make out the activity. “What about Seth? 
Did you see him?” 

“No,” said Aaron. “I saw Carina, though. They'll be fine. The dissenters don’t 
have a problem with our friends. Just us. We're not safe there anymore.” 

Thisbe stared. What in the world was happening? This was unbelievable. All 
three of them, hated by this noisy group in Artimé. Banished, or so it seemed. After 
all their brother Alex had done for that world, his death had left the other three 
tossed out to sea. “At least we're together,” said Thisbe, her eyes filling. And then 
she broke into a sob. 

Fifer started crying too. “All our stuff in the mansion ... We don’t even have 
canteens or anything.” 

“Who cares about that?” said Thisbe sharply, swiping at her tears. “Sheesh, Fifer. 
You drive me crazy sometimes.” 

“You're mad that I care about having water?” said Fifer. “After what we went 


through in the land of the dragons? Did you forget that already?” 


Thisbe stared. “Oh, yeah,” she said sheepishly. “Right. Well, luckily we have 
water here.” 

Fifer nodded stiffly. There was still so much hurt between them, but she tamped 
down her urge to keep arguing. Sky placed a comforting hand on each girl’s 
shoulder. 

Aaron turned to Ibrahim and Clementi. “You two should go back to Artimé. 
Henry and Thatcher will be worried. The conflict there will settle down now. I 
hope so, anyway.” 

Ibrahim and Clementi nodded. They gathered up their rucksacks and took a few 
reluctant steps toward the water, still intimidated by Aaron even though he no 
longer wore the robe of the head mage. But then they stopped and whispered to 
each other. Clementi turned to Aaron. “We want to stay and help you if you'll let 
us. I think Henry and Thatcher would know that. We've been very vocal about our 
support for Thisbe and her quest to return to the land of the dragons. So I think 
they'll expect that we want to help you both now.” 

“Clementi’s right,” said Ibrahim. “I think they'll know. And if they want to make 
sure, one of them can come here to check on us. They'll understand.” 

Aaron considered their argument for a moment, then wearily agreed. “We could 
certainly use your creative minds,” he said. 

“Let’s get back to work, then,” said Thisbe. “We've got no time to waste.” Thisbe 
ran over to where Drock was floating in the space between the great crab’s coral- 
reef claws. “Drock!” she called. “Where is the Revinir now?” 

Drock flapped his mighty wings and rose high into the air, showering everyone 
with water. He held steady overhead, eyes fixed to the west, then circled and rose 
higher and stared again. He seemed shocked. He muttered something under his 
breath and landed. “She’s passing over the Island of Fire. Making incredible time. 
Much faster than I anticipated. She’s moving as quickly as a regular full dragon can 
fly.” 

Thisbe’s legs quaked, and her scales quivered. The report took her breath away. 
“So what’s her estimated time of arrival?” 

Drock gave the girl a pained look. “If they don’t stop to rest? Not long after 
daybreak.” 

“Then,” said Thisbe bravely, “we've got no time to lose. Let’s figure this monster 
out once and for all.” 


Night fell. Drop bears appeared, weaving anxiously in and out of the trees, as if 
they could feel danger approaching. Talon and Lhasa, the snow leopard, emerged 
from the woods and stopped by the group to offer them food and drink. 

As they gratefully ate, Aaron told the two what had happened. Talon offered to 
check on Florence and find out if everything was settling down and to let Henry 
and Thatcher know that Ibrahim and Clementi were choosing to stay with Aaron 
and the twins. He set off, and the group of mages continued to throw out ideas as 
they finished their hurried meal. But everything they could think of would likely be 
repelled by the Revinit’s scales. 

“What about a potion that affects the Revinir’s sight?” asked Clementi. “Eyes are 
vulnerable.” 

“That would be something, at least,” said Thisbe. “It won’t break her control 
over the dragons, but it might buy us some time.” 

Clementi and Ibrahim began brainstorming but soon realized Karkinos didn’t 
have the right kinds of herbs they’d need to make a potion, and there was no easy 
way to get them from Artimé. So they had to abandon the idea for now and try 
something else. 

After a while, Talon returned. “It’s still chaotic,” he said. “A whole new group of 
protesters has formed—the ones who want you back as head mage, Aaron.” 

Aaron closed his eyes briefly as mixed emotions flowed through him. He wished 
they’d put their efforts into practicing their fighting skills, but he was grateful to 
have some support. Yet... he didn’t regret leaving the toxic situation. Though he 
still felt terribly guilty for what he’d done to Simber. “How is Florence?” he asked. 

“She’s more sympathetic to you than Simber is,” Talon said carefully. “She held 
the training session, but it wasn’t easy with all the activity and arguing. She has an 
awful lot to do to try to prepare the mansion for an attack, and she wasn’t getting 
much cooperation.” 

“And... Simber?” asked Aaron, not looking up. 

“Simber isn’t speaking to anyone at the moment. Frieda has him busy doing 
meaningless chores for her. It’s... not a good scenario.” 

“What about the obliterate spell?” asked Thisbe. “Is there one ready yet?” 

“Not yet,” said Talon. “Carina got pulled away to help with crowd control. She’s 
back working on it again, but it’s very slow going, she said.” 

Aaron sighed deeply. “I hope I didn’t destroy everything.” 

Talon gave him a look of sympathy. “I think everyone knows how important it is 
to stop the Revinir. This will blow over.” 


“If we all survive to see that happen, itll be a miracle,” muttered Aaron. “We're 
going to have to leave your island soon—we certainly don’t want to draw the 
Revinir to your shores. Perhaps Karkinos should swim out of the area for a while.” 

“But where will we go?” asked Fifer. “If Artimé isn’t safe for us and we don’t want 
to draw the enemies to Karkinos, will we go to the grandfathers? If so, we'll have to 
take a ship, since there’s no way we can access the tubes. And we can’t go to 
Warbler—the Revinir will see us.” 

“I don’t think Warbler is a safe place to hide, anyway,” said Sky. “She knows that 
island better than anyone.” 

Aaron sighed. “I haven’t figured anything out quite yet.” 

But Thisbe had. She watched and listened to the conversations through the 
cover of darkness, taking it all in. She glanced at Drock, who looked back solemnly 
at her, and a strange new feeling of understanding passed between them that 
surprised her. She’d forgotten about the additional ancestor broth shed taken 
earlier, before all this craziness broke loose. But maybe it was having an effect on 
her and her ability to communicate with dragons. Whatever the case, she and 
Drock seemed to be the only ones to fully understand what needed to happen here. 
And the closer they got to daybreak, the more serious they had to become about 
doing it. 

The group brainstormed long into the night until exhaustion overcame them. 
All agreed to get a few hours of sleep before they had to make a move. What move 
would it be? Only two of them knew for sure. 





A Sacrifice 


Thisbe had slipped away on the back of a dragon in the middle of the night once 
before. It felt strange to be doing so again after what had happened last time. When 
the others were asleep, she grabbed one of the canteens that Talon had provided 
them, silently thanking Fifer for the reminder, and tiptoed out to where Drock 
napped. As she did so, the roar of the Revinir blasted inside her head. Thisbe 
dropped to her hands and knees, prepared for the inevitable paralysis and the 
pounding of the images. But strangely, this time she merely had to fight through a 
misty haze. She rose to her feet and, after a moment to steady herself, continued to 
Drock. 

Drock had been startled awake by the call, and he splashed, highly agitated, in 
the water as Thisbe drew near. 

“She’s getting close,” Drock said. He flopped and dove underwater, disappearing 
for a long moment and leaving Thisbe wondering if he was ever going to surface. 
When he did, he rose with a loud splash. 

Thisbe shushed him and looked over her shoulder at the others. She couldn’t tell 
if they'd woken up or not. “I know it’s hard, but try to be calm,” she whispered. 
“Let’s hurry.” The images flashed at the edges of her brain, more like memories this 
time rather than the visions that blinded her. The extra vial of ancestor broth 
seemed to have done great things for her problem. She wished she'd taken it much 
sooner. The pull of the Revinir’s call still made her feel like going toward it, sort of 
like how the pull of a late-night snack might make her want to get out of her toasty 


warm bed. It usually wasn’t strong enough to get her to actually do it, but she 
definitely thought about it. 

However, Drock was having a lot of trouble resisting the call this time, perhaps 
because the Revinir was getting so near to them. Thisbe became agitated too, just 
watching him and worrying that he was going to wake up Aaron or Fifer. If they 
found out what she was about to do, they’d probably stop her. 

“Too bad,” Thisbe murmured to herself, imagining the conversation with Aaron. 
“Tm going, no matter what you say.” She heard a footfall in the sand behind her. 

“Thisbe,” said Aaron, too close for comfort. 

Thisbe jumped. “Yes?” she hissed. All of her determination bled out of her. 

“What are you doing?” 

Thisbe pressed her lips together. “m going with Drock.” She could see his 
outline next to her now. 

“Going where?” 

“Come on, Aaron. You know. There’s no other way to stop this.” 

Aaron sighed deeply. 

“We tried,” said Thisbe. “We had ideas, but we didn’t have enough time. You can 
keep thinking of ways to stop her if you want, but this will actually save Artime, | 
think. She wants me back with her. She’s furious that I escaped, and she'll be 
relentless until she has me back. And she wants Drock, too—she wants all the 
dragons. Every last one of them. She’s greedy. Perhaps . . . perhaps that’s her 
weakness.” Thisbe stopped and thought about that for a moment. “Yes, maybe 
that’s it. Keep thinking about that while Pm gone, Aaron. And I will too. Ask Sky 
about what else might get to her. Maybe there’s something left at Warbler that can 
help give us a clue.” 

“You think I can just let you go and turn yourself in to the Revinir? I can’t, 
Thisbe. You know that.” 

“She won't kill me. I promise. I know her. I'll be okay. ’'m a well-trained actor, 
remember? I know what to do.” 

Aaron was quiet. 

“And I took the extra ancestor broth. It’s helping me be stronger against her 
roar. She just sent out a roar a few minutes ago, and look at me—I’m fine. Pretty 
good, anyway. Just a little fuzzy.” 

“Thisbe.” 

“I’m dead serious, Aaron.” 

“Then I shall come with you.” 


This time Thisbe was quiet as she contemplated it. Her heart longed for his 
company. She didn’t relish being alone with the Revinir again. Would she ever see 
her friends and family again? At least she knew how to get back through the 
volcano system now. But how could she ask Aaron to come along? Why put his life 
in danger when it didn’t need to be? He had Kaylee and Daniel and Fifer here. She 
frowned. And if he did go with her, what would the Revinir think? She wasn’t 
calling to him—his presence might make her suspicious. 

Aaron saw her hesitation. “Seriously, Thiz. My schedule is pretty open now that 
I'm not the head mage anymore.” 

Thisbe smiled ruefully. “Well, there is that.” She thought a bit more, then shook 
her head. “I don’t feel good about it. It seems like it'll complicate things and make 
the Revinir suspicious. I want you to stay and make sure Artimé is safe. I know how 
to get back here. And I’m actually relatively safe with Drock. As long as he can keep 
resisting the call, we can go along with the Revinir and maybe fake her out a little. 
You know? Pretend that we are actually heeding the call, and infiltrate that way. 
Then, once I figure out what I need to do in Grimere, I'll send a single seek spell to 
Florence to let her know to send a team to help me. Okay?” 

Thisbe stopped abruptly, realizing that this plan might actually work and 
feeling her heart lift. “Yes,” she said more confidently now. “That’s exactly what 
we'll do. We'll play along. I doubt she wants to fight our people for the sake of 
fighting—not yet anyway. I’m confident she doesn’t have full control over the land 
of the dragons and what lies beyond it yet. She won't tackle our world until she’s 
sure she can beat all of us.” 

Aaron listened. After a minute he nodded slowly. “As much as I want to protect 
you, I think youre right—my presence would cause suspicion since she knows I 
haven’t taken any dragon-bone broth. Your plan to infiltrate and pretend to be 
under her spell is a good one. While you're gone, we'll continue working on more 
complex spells to help you—and I'll talk to Sky like you asked. Just . . . just stay safe. 
Stay alive.” Aaron looked carefully into Thisbe’s eyes to read her expression. 

Thisbe smiled. The plan felt good to her. And it was nice to have Aaron trust 
her. After all, Thisbe was the resident expert on the Revinir. “Thanks, Aaron. This 
is the right plan. I can feel it. I love you. And tell... the others . . . tell Fifer... that 
I love them all too. Pl be okay if I just play along. And just come when I call. 
Hopefully by that time Florence will have the new seek spell and the obliterate 
components finished. And with any luck you'll come up with some other solutions 


by then. Not just to help me with the Revinir, but also to fix things here with this 
mess.” 

Aaron nodded solemnly. “Don’t worry about this—ir'll all clear up in a day or 
two. We'll be ready and waiting for your seek spell.” He bent down and kissed 
Thisbe’s forehead, then embraced her. “Are your pockets loaded with components?” 
he asked. 

Thisbe nodded and squeezed his arm. “Oh! I almost forgot,” she said, then 
quickly unbuttoned the vest and stuffed all of the components into her pants 
pockets. “I don’t want the Revinir to see that I have one of these—she’d recognize it 
and might search me for components.” She handed the vest to Aaron. “Take care of 
it for me.” She smiled reassuringly, then turned and ran lightly through the sand to 
Drock. She climbed up his tail and took her place in the hollow between his 
shoulder blades. As they moved away from the island, Thisbe began to tell the 
dragon about her plan. Knowing Drock’s rebellious nature, she only hoped he'd go 
along with it. 





Chaos Rules 


The protests in Artime continued long into the night. Lani helped Kaylee and 
Daniel get into the mostly secret hallway through a 3-D door that she kept hidden 
in her room for just such emergencies. The two escaped safely via the tube to the 
Island of Shipwrecks. Then Lani called an emergency meeting with some of the 
others who considered the Stowes to be friends. They also met in the mostly secret 
hallway to avoid as many dissenters as possible—including Frieda Stubbs, who 
wasn’t able to see the entrance because she, like most of Artime’s residents, wasn’t 
quite magical enough. 

Florence was there, and Simber snuck in once Frieda went to bed. Samheed, 
Scarlet, Henry and Thatcher, and Sean and Carina and Seth were all there too— 
Seth having triumphantly discovered upon his return to Artimé that he could see 
the magical hallway now. This was his first meeting in that wing, and he felt rather 
important to be the youngest in attendance, despite being bleary-eyed with 
exhaustion and worry. 

He knew better than to sit near Simber, who was still very angry about what 
Aaron had done. There was no way Simber would forgive the former head mage as 
long as Frieda Stubbs was in charge—that much was obvious. Once everyone had 
arrived, Lani updated them with all that she knew. 

“Aaron, Thisbe, Fifer, and Sky are safe on the Island of Legends,” she said. 

“Ibrahim and Clementi are there too,” Henry added for those who hadn’t heard 


yet. 


Seth frowned. He was the only one stuck here. 

“Florence,” said Lani. “Has there been any progress on a plan to defeat the 
Revinir? Do we know when she'll get here? Where are the updates?” 

“Frieda’s in charge of the updates now,” said Florence, not trying to hide her 
sarcasm. “And she’s choosing to pretend that nothing is happening.” 

“Great,” said Seth, sitting up in alarm. “We're all going to die.” 

Nobody jumped to contradict him, which was even more frightening. 

“We've got a team working on the obliterate spell,” said Florence, pointing to 
Carina and Seth. “It’s our only hope on such short notice. I’m authorizing a limited 
number of them and assigning who they'll go to.” 

“Yikes,” said Samheed. He’d seen firsthand what it could do. “Alex never wanted 
to produce that one again.” 

“I know.” Florence’s voice was terse. “But Alex ... well. You know.” 

Samheed nodded. “I know—he’s not here.” He thought for a moment. “I could 
imagine him changing his mind under these circumstances. We’re up against a 
wall.” He frowned, hoping Claire was on her way. 

“How are we supposed to, like, do this?” asked Seth. “Do we just sit around on 
the lawn waiting to be attacked?” He’d never fought a battle at home before. There 
was so much more to think about. They had an actual mansion to protect, and so 
many people here, some of whom were defenseless. 

“TIl have details on your blackboards before dawn,” said Florence. “Simber, how 
long before she gets here?” 

“I rrreally have no idea,” said Simber. “The Stubb has been keeping me busy with 
otherrr things.” 

It was the second scariest thing Seth had heard so far. How could Simber not 
know? 

“Will you please go look?” asked Florence. “For me?” 

Simber growled. “If I leave this hallway, she might find me.” 

“Go out through the head mage’s quarters, then,” said Florence. “Out the 
balcony. You can fit through those doors, right?” 

Simber grunted and got up. 

Once he left the room, Lani leaned toward Florence. “He’s in a bad way,” she 
whispered. 

“I can hearrr you,” Simber called from the hallway. 

Several of the older contingent shook their heads and had a brief laugh, despite 
the serious problems that plagued them. 


“Yes,” said Florence in her normal voice. “He’s not taking this well at all.” 

“Well, he might not have to for much longer if we all die,” said Seth. 

“We're not— Stop that talk,” said Carina. “Were going to be okay. Right, 
Florence?” 

“That’s the plan. I can’t count on anyone but this group, so please turn your 
blackboards on full volume so I can get ahold of you even if you're sleeping.” 

“Wait,” said Sean. “You're counting on our little group . . . to do what?” 

“To stand at the shore and launch obliterate spells at the Revinir.” 

“What about the dragons with her?” asked Sean. 

“Not at them. If we succeed in destroying the Revinir,” said Florence, “with any 
luck the spell will be broken, and the dragons won’t follow through on her orders.” 

Lani stared. “With any luck?” 

Florence sighed impatiently and got up off her special sofa that Mr. Today had 
made for her many years before. “If you have a better plan... ,” she began. 

“I know,” Lani muttered. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that—” 

“It’s just that everything has gone completely bonkers, and we don’t have any 
other way to do this!” Florence said, her voiced raised and scaring everybody. “We 
aren't equipped to fight enemies like this!” 

The room was quiet. They could hear Simber’s footsteps in the hall, and seconds 
later he appeared. 

“I estimate the Rrrevinirrr will be herrre at dawn,” he said. 

Nobody said anything for a long moment. “That’s very soon,” said Lani softly. 

Then Florence spoke again, quieter this time. “Go to bed, all of you. Get a little 
rest. I'll have more news in a couple of hours.” 





They Meet Again 


Thisbe and Drock took off speeding over the water. As the two went toward the 
Revinir, Thisbe told the dragon what she’d talked about with Aaron. When she 
finished, she said tentatively, “So, what do you think?” 

“That’s what I’ve been thinking too,” said Drock. “The Revinir’s most recent call 
gave me the idea. We should go with her and play it as though we are under her 
mind control. Then we'll see what we can do to break the connection between her 
and the others and get my family and your black-eyed friends to safety. And restore 
our land.” 

“Do you think you can... you know .. . kill her?” Thisbe cringed. In spite of 
everything, she still hated talking like that because of how much evil the Revinir 
had told her she possessed. 

“If I can get close enough without other dragons around, I might be able to,” 
said Drock. “She’s smaller than me. Hopefully she hasn’t gotten any stronger than 
when we saw her last.” 

“Tm afraid to find out,” said Thisbe grimly. “She’s probably continued guzzling 
the dragon-bone broth.” 

Drock was silent. He seemed to focus for a moment on a spot in the distance, 
and he sampled the air. His neck stiffened, and his scales shifted. “She knows we're 
coming,” he said over his shoulder. “They're slowing down.” 

Thisbe swallowed hard. She couldn’t see them in the dark, but her scales had 
been raised for quite some time. The only things she could see were pinpricks of 


burning lava coming from the Island of Fire, way off in the distance. “How far 
away?” 

“Not far now.” The dragon shivered and shook for a moment, then calmed 
down. 

They talked through their plans to infiltrate the Revinir’s operation. And how 
they’d each go for it if they had a chance to take her out of commission. They 
discussed how to behave the right way so that the Revinir would be convinced they 
were under her spell. Even if that meant doing things they didn’t want to do. 
Thisbe knew Drock would have a hard time with that, but he promised to do his 
best. However, that was the least of Thisbe’s worries. She feared he wouldn’t be able 
to withstand the Revinir’s roar for much longer. Especially if he was right next to 
her. Maybe she’d stop roaring once Thisbe and Drock were with her—Thisbe could 
only hope. 


After a time, flying over the sea, Drock began to slow down. Thisbe could see the 
shadows of dragons against the sky ahead. It made her feel very small and 
completely useless, and she crouched on Drock’s back, hugging her knees and 
peering over his shoulder. She wondered seriously if they were making a huge 
mistake. 

Drock landed on the sea and glided to a stop. With his head down, he floated on 
the water, waiting as the Revinir and her team of dragons circled overhead, 
observing them. Thisbe pinched a fold of Drock’s skin in her hands, feeling like she 
was going to throw up. “Let's get this right,” she whispered, going into character. 

Drock’s skin quivered, but he held steady. 

The Revinir shouted in a terrible voice, “Who are you? Why have you come to 
meet me?” 

Thisbe’s insides screamed. The Revinir knew full well who they were. She was 
testing them to see if they were under her spell. She stayed silent and let Drock 
speak first. 

“We've come to answer your call, Revinir,” said Drock. 

Thisbe slid to one side of Drock’s back so the moonlight would strike her face. 
“We have come to work with you,” she said. 

The Revinir took in a sharp breath, and then she smiled evilly. “It’s about time,” 
she said. “You’ve wasted precious days for me.” She eyed Thisbe with a look that 


turned the girl’s stomach. 

Thisbe tried her best to fix her gaze to be lifeless and appear like the other 
black-eyed slaves she’d seen. Complacent and obedient. Glassy-eyed. Monotone 
when speaking. Even as she did so, she attempted to see who was with the dragon- 
woman, but the moonlight was behind them, and all she could detect were a few 
shadows of small humans on the Revinir’s back. There were three or four more on 
the backs of unidentified dragons that were with her. If Drock could smell one of 
his siblings or his mother among them, he didn’t let on. 

“You will join me on my back now, Thisbe,” ordered the Revinir. “We won't be 
going through this rigmarole again. There’s no escaping.” 

“Yes, Revinir,” said Thisbe, though everything inside her screamed to run away. 

“Help her, Drock,” the Revinir commanded. Obediently Drock unfurled his 
great purple wing and held it up for Thisbe to climb out on. The Revinir swooped 
low and hovered nearby, close enough for Thisbe to take a running jump. Despite 
her fears, Thisbe leaped and landed on the Revinir’s back, her legs and arms 
splaying in all directions as a pair of hands reached out to help her stand. Thisbe, 
trying hard to maintain her glazed-eyed appearance, didn’t get a good look at any 
of her new companions, here or on the accompanying dragons. She realized with a 
sinking heart that they weren't the old blue-uniformed soldiers that guarded the 
catacombs. They were probably the black-eyed slaves that Thisbe had once worked 
with. She faced forward, as they did, and then she couldn’t see them at all. 

The Revinir ordered Drock to take flight and join the other dragons that 
circled, and Drock obeyed again, to Thisbe’s relief. But what next? Would the 
Revinir be satisfied now that she had the two rogue ones? Would she turn back to 
Grimere? Or did she want to fight Artimé anyway? 

The dragon-woman seemed to be thinking about that exact thing. As she and 
the dragons circled above the sea, and the black-eyed slaves sat as still as possible 
on their backs, Thisbe squeezed her eyes shut tight and prayed to whoever might 
listen. Take us away from Artimé. Go back to Grimere. 

After the Revinir gazed long and hard toward Artime, which was a visible little 
lump now that the sky was growing lighter, she turned her head to look closely at 
Thisbe, a suspicious expression on her face. Thisbe stared straight ahead, 
continuing to make her eyes as glassy as she could. 

“What made you finally heed my call?” the Revinir asked accusingly. “Why didn’t 
you come before?” 

Thisbe stared, her mind whirring. What should she say? What would appease 


the woman? Did she suspect that Thisbe and Drock were playing her? Thisbe’s 
heart pounded. Her hands grew clammy, and her throat became dry. Her mind was 
blank. Her answer would likely determine what the Revinir would do next, so it 
had to be a good one. She knew the Revinir. Knew that the woman was not only 
ereedy, but she loved herself more than anything or anyone. 

Thisbe cleared her throat. Then she said in a voice that sounded strange in her 
ears, “You finally became strong enough. I can no longer resist. And .. . I no longer 
want to. I am one with you.” 

The Revinir regarded the girl for a long moment, a smile creeping along one 
half of her dragonlike face. “You are my lucky one,” the woman murmured. “You're 
my secret weapon. And you're worth ten times more than any other of these that 
stand with you. Together, Thisbe, we will conquer the world.” 

“Yes, Revinir,” said Thisbe. 

“But there is one more black-eyed child I must have. I’m sure you understand. 
And you will help me, won't you?” 

Thisbe’s lungs froze. She knew the Revinir must be talking about Rohan, though 
he, like her, hardly seemed like a child anymore, after everything they’d been 
through. Her throat felt like it had a big, sticky lump in it. “Yes,” she said, as firmly 
and as loudly as she could. 

“Good. We must have your sister with us. Where is she?” 

Thisbe’s muscles went weak. Fifer? Shed thought the Revinir had forgotten 
about her sister by now. Was she going to go to Artimé after all and ruin Thisbe’s 
great sacrifice for her homeland? And ... why didn’t the Revinir say Rohan? Thisbe 
knew she valued him—according to her he was mostly good and worked very hard. 
It made more sense for her to want him than Fifer. Or had she already done 
something to him? The thought made her waver and her eyesight grow dim. 

She fought through it, trying to breathe normally, and managed to squeak out a 
suspicious-sounding story, but it was the best she could come up with. “Fifer left 
yesterday for the Island of Fire. She used the volcano network to get back to your 
land. She...” Thisbe hesitated, then continued blindly, hoping she wasn’t making a 
big mistake. “She’s planning to fight and conquer you to return the land to the old 
rulers.” She paused. When the Revinir didn’t speak, she added, “We'll have to 
capture her there.” 

The Revinir seemed to believe Thisbe. And why wouldn’t she? All the other 
black-eyed slaves told the dragon-woman painfully honest truths while they were 


under her control. Thisbe would never come willingly—nor would that 
troublesome dragon, Drock, if their minds weren’t being fully affected by her. 

Thisbe blinked and continued with her dead stare, feeling cold sweat break out, 
like she might faint. The Revinir spent a painstaking moment studying her, then 
faced forward and ordered the fleet of dragons to abandon the mission of attack. 
“Return to Grimere!” she roared. “If we come across Fifer Stowe, capture her and 
bring her to me.” 

Thisbe stood steady, but her insides were collapsing. Everything had just gotten 
a thousand times more horrible. But at least they were turning away from Artimé. 
That was the main goal. Now . . . if only there were a way to tell Fifer to stay clear 
of Grimere forever. 

As the party flew to the west and the sun rose behind them, Thisbe started to 
feel a little calmer. She’d gotten through the moment and had accomplished what 
she'd intended. And hopefully Simber or Spike or someone from Warbler would 
notice and be able to tell the people of Artimé and Quill that the Revinir was 
retreating. Shed bought them more time. She and Drock had succeeded. And 
Artimé would be functioning normally again in no time. 

Thisbe relaxed her stance a little, and her faint feeling subsided. Exhaustion was 
hitting her hard now that the immediate stress had lessened and Artimé was safe. 
The people around her knelt on the Revinir’s back to help keep their balance, so 
Thisbe knelt too, holding on to one of the many spikes that now adorned the 
Revinir’s spine between her wings. Clearly the woman was continuing to take 
dragon-bone broth. Was she intending to fully become a dragon? Would she ever 
decide she was dragon enough? 

With the Revinir focused ahead and the sunrise providing light, Thisbe slowly 
sat back. Carefully she glanced over her shoulder and confirmed that the people 
around her were black-eyed slaves. She recognized the glazed look of one fellow 
worker on the left—it was Prindi, the girl Thisbe had tried to talk to on her first 
day in the catacombs. Prindi didn’t return her gaze. Thisbe faced forward again to 
make sure the Revinir was still focused on steering everyone toward Grimere, then 
turned to glance over her other shoulder. Her eyes widened. She took in a sharp 
breath and nearly clutched her throat but stopped herself from reacting just in 
time. 


It was Rohan. 





A Momentary RelieF 


They’rrre turrrning arrround!” Simber growled from the air above the mansion. He 
circled and flew down to Florence on the lawn. “They’rrre turrrning arrround! 
Something must have happened to stop them.” 

“Did you see anything? Anyone?” Florence asked anxiously. 

“They’rrre too farrr away. I can only detect that they’rrre moving west now.” 

Florence’s expression was steel-like, as if she wasn’t quite ready to believe him. 
“Can you look again? I want to be completely sure.” 

Simber didn’t argue—he almost couldn’t believe his eyes either. He took a 
running leap and flew up and around, going farther out to sea this time and 
hovering for a good long moment, eyes trained on the spot of movement heading 
back toward Warbler and the volcano island. The sky was brightening, which 
helped. He stared so long his eyes began to water. When he was certain beyond all 
doubt, he returned to the lawn. “They arrre definitely heading west,” he said. “I'd 
bet my life on it.” 

Florence brought her hands to her forehead, her expression awash in relief. “Tm 
shocked,” she said. “I really can’t believe it. Were saved.” She hesitated, then 
dropped her hands and said, “Do you want to alert the head mage? Or do you want 
me to do it?” 

Simber’s face turned pained. He didn’t like asking anyone for favors. But he 
considered the task, finding such a simple thing exhausting. Frieda Stubbs was 
sucking the life out of him. “Will you do it forrr me?” he asked meekly. 


“Of course. TIl do anything to help you. You know that.” 

“And I, you. Thank you, Florrrence. |... I rrreally apprrreciate it.” 

Florence flashed a sympathetic smile. “Any time.” She gave the cheetah’s 
shoulder a reassuring pat, then went inside the mansion, where bleary-eyed mages 
were just starting to emerge, thinking they would soon be fighting. 

“You can go back to your rooms,” Florence announced. “We'll have an update 
soon.” She went up the stairs and entered the family hallway to Frieda’s room, 
feeling a tiny bit smug that Frieda wasn’t magical enough to move her residence to 
the mostly secret hallway, and therefore wouldn't sully Alex’s old place with her 
horribleness. 

She rapped hard on the woman’s door, putting a small dent in the wood. 

There was a flurry of noise inside, and then the woman threw open the door. 
Her light brown hair was standing up in all directions, and she had bags under her 
eyes. She wore the head mage’s robe. 

Florence tried not to cringe at the sight of her. 

“What is it?” said Frieda, as if she was annoyed to see her. “What do you want?” 

“I have good news,” said Florence evenly. “The Revinir and her party of dragons 
have turned back. We are no longer under threat of attack. We'll continue to 
monitor the situation, and I will keep you informed if anything changes.” 

Frieda’s expression first registered relief, and then her eyes widened and a smile 
erew. “They must have found out that I’m the head mage now.” 

Florence frowned. “I... don’t think that’s the reason.” 

“Sure it is.” Frieda’s face brightened even more. “They discovered that | 
overthrew Aaron, and they grew scared. Why else would they turn back?” 

Florence could think of a few explanations, but she could hardly stand being in 
Frieda’s presence, so she didn’t begin to list them. “I'll keep you informed,” she said 
again, and turned to go. “You should put out a statement on the blackboards letting 
everyone know that they can relax. Do you need me to help you write it?” 

“Of course not,” said Frieda. “I’m not a baby.” She closed the door. 

Florence sighed in disgust. She went back down to the main floor of the 
mansion and outside to let Simber know that the job was done. 

When she returned inside, a small group of dissenters had gathered by the 
dining room blackboard and were reading the statement from the head mage. 
Florence stopped to read it as well. 

Attention, people of Artimé! This is your head mage, Frieda Stubbs. I have defeated the 
Revinir, and she will not be returning to our shores ever again, as long as the Stowes are 


banished and I am head mage. I accept your thanks for taking charge of the situation and 
keeping everyone safe. If Aaron Stowe had been in power, this most certainly wouldn't have 
happened! Now we have peace! And no one trying to turn us into a bad place anymore! I 
will hold a celebratory reception for myself and my supporters on the lawn this afternoon. If 
you still like Aaron, don’t come. He is gone forever too, by the way. 

—Frieda Stubbs, Head Mage of Artimé 

Florence closed her eyes as a wave of defeat and depression washed over her. 
This was going to be a long road. And she wasn’t sure she was up for the challenge. 





Feeling Lost 


Sky sat at the fire on the shore of the Island of Legends with Aaron, Fifer, Ibrahim, 
and Clementi. Lhasa lounged behind them silently, inches above the ground, 
wanting to be supportive and respectful of their problems. Soon Talon flew down 
from his lookout on the top of the tallest tree in the middle of the forest, near Vido 
the golden rooster, to give them an update. 

“The Revinir has turned back,” Talon said. 

Aaron, who'd told everyone by now what Thisbe and Drock had done, looked 
up with a mixture of fear and relief on his face. “Really? Are you sure? The plan 
succeeded?” 

“Yes. Thisbe and Drock met them. They stayed still for a while. Then the entire 
group turned around and began heading back toward the gorge.” 

“Amazing.” Aaron dropped his head heavily into his hands. “I hope Thisbe’s 
okay. I fear...” He still wasn’t convinced that this was the best thing to do. They'd 
lost Thisbe once—had they just lost her again? Time would tell if the sacrifice had 
been worth it. “At least Artimé is safe for now.” 

Fifer was glad the Revinir had turned back, but she was also hurt. Thisbe had 
gone off without her while she’d been sleeping—she hadn’t mentioned one word 
about it, or even woken her up to say good-bye. It seemed typical of late, but that 
didn’t make it sting any less. The twins used to go everywhere together, and Fifer 
couldn’t help but think about that. Obviously, Fifer, like everyone else, hoped 
Thisbe would be okay. But she couldn’t push the hurt feelings away, especially 


when she found out that Aaron had learned about Thisbe’s plan. Did Thisbe trust 
him over her now? Had he become her number one ally? Was Fifer’s importance in 
the family dwindling too? 

“I don’t think the Revinir will hurt Thisbe,” said Clementi. “That wouldn’t make 
sense. Thisbe wasn’t being a threat to her, and why would she come all the way out 
here just to put an end to someone who wasn’t bothering her? I think Thisbe’s plan 
is genius. I wish I'd thought of it.” 

Fifer wrinkled her nose. 

“It was definitely smart,” Ibrahim said to Clementi. “But dangerous. The Revinir 
wants to use her to further her purposes in Grimere. | just hope Thisbe doesn’t have 
to do anything too horrible before she sees a way for us to come and help.” 

“I also hope Drock is okay,” Aaron said. “Let’s not forget he made a big sacrifice 
too.” 

Everyone nodded. It was easier to think Drock could hold his own against a 
dragon-woman than Thisbe could, so they weren’t quite as worried about him. 

“Thisbe is very powerful,” Sky reminded everyone, including herself. “Especially 
now that she has Artime’s magic components and has been trained—it'll be an 
entirely different situation for her than before. She'll fight back if and when she 
needs to. | was shocked to hear what she did, but after thinking about it, I believe it 
was the smartest and most generous thing any of us could have done. She saved us.” 

Fifer remained silent and frowning. She glanced back at Artimé and could make 
out Simber flying over the sea, no doubt realizing that the Revinir was retreating. 
All thanks to Thisbe. “I miss Simber,” she said with a sigh. “I hope Frieda Stubbs 
isn’t being too horrible to him.” 

“He'll be fine,” said Aaron gruffly. He still wasn’t sure he’d done the right thing. 
But at least here on Karkinos, Aaron had fewer distractions and more time to 
develop magic that would be potent against the Revinir while they waited for 
Thisbe to summon them. “Let’s hope that now that some of the pressure’s off, we'll 
be able to create some effective magic. This is far from over.” 

“Im worried about Thisbe,” [brahim said. “I wish we’d known what she was 
doing so we could have loaded her up with extra components.” 

“Her pockets were full,” Aaron told them. “She left her vest here, though, 
because she knew the Revinir would recognize what it was and confiscate it.” 

“That was smart,” Fifer admitted. At least Thisbe was making good decisions. 

“Wouldn’t it be great if Thisbe could actually figure out how to break the 
Revinir’s spell?” said Sky. “I wonder if she can somehow reach your other black- 


eyed friend—what’s his name again?” 

“Dev,” said Fifer. “I doubt it. He wouldn’t listen to me.” 

“But those two worked so closely in the catacombs,” said Sky. “Maybe he'll 
recognize her and listen.” 

“I worked closely with him too,” said Fifer, a bit stiffly. 

Sky glanced at Fifer. “Oh, that’s right,” she said apologetically. “I forgot that part 
of your story. So much has happened.” 

Fifer softened. “It’s okay. I hope Thisbe can do something to snap Dev out of it 
too. I just . . . I doubt it.” She sniffed, wanting desperately to stop talking about 
how amazing Thisbe was and feeling bad at the same time for it. “By the way, how 
are we supposed to go help Thisbe when she gets around to calling for us? We don’t 
have any dragons left to fly us.” 

Aaron looked up. “I assumed wed take Spike and Simber and your birds to the 
Island of Fire and travel through the volcanos.” 

“Oh,” said Fifer. “That makes sense, I guess.” She hesitated, feeling weird about 
everything. “Well, let’s get back to work, then. Are we, uh... What are we doing, 
exactly? Should we go back to Artimé now that the threat is gone?” 

Aaron and Sky exchanged a glance, then looked at Talon, who'd been there most 
recently. “What do you think?” Aaron asked him. 

“From the mood of the mansion last night,” said Talon, “none of the Stowes are 
safe there anymore. The line has been drawn. As for the others, by coming here and 
declaring your loyalty to the Stowes, I’m afraid you are on the wrong side of that 


line.” 





A Blank Stare 


(hishes heart anleatthe sight of Rohan. His face was expressionless, and his eyes 
were dead and completely void of the mirth and compassion that used to be there. 
Clearly he was under the Revinir’s control. But how had this happened? How had 
the Revinir gotten to him? The last thing Thisbe knew was that Rohan and Maiven 
Taveer had found her family’s abandoned house in Grimere and were going to use 
it as their secret headquarters to figure out how to fight the Revinir. Apparently 
some part of their plan had gone terribly wrong. 

Had the Revinir forced Rohan to drink the dragon-bone broth? She must have, 
or he wouldn’t be acting like this. Thisbe didn’t dare risk another cursory glance at 
the other dragons around them to see if Maiven was one of those riders, but when 
the group of dragons shifted leader positions, Thisbe saw that the old woman 
wasn’t anywhere among them. 

Dev wasn’t there either. Fear sliced through Thisbe—had he been one of the 
soldiers to fall to his death in the palace battle? What else could it mean that he 
wasn’t here, when there were six or seven other black-eyed soldiers present? Didn't 
the Revinir keep them all close now, like she’d done in the castle back when it was 
on fire and the ghost dragons were circling? Thisbe ached to move, but she didn’t 
do it. She had to stare forward like the others, or the Revinir might notice. Even if 
the dragon-woman couldn't see Thisbe, the girl was sure she could feel the slightest 
movement on her back that could give her away. But it was hard to remain like this 
when everything was so horrible. She hadn’t expected to see Rohan anywhere near 


this operation. In fact, she’d thought that Maiven’s house could be a good refuge for 
her when it came time to get away. Numbly she kept her position and continued 
acting like the others. 

As they traveled, Thisbe barely registered the height to which the Revinir rose 
above the water, so she forgot to be afraid of it. Instead her head spun with 
questions that might never be answered. Would she be able to communicate with 
the others when they were so deeply controlled? If she did try to talk to them, 
would they report that to the Revinir? Was there any way for her to talk to Rohan, 
and would he even know who she was? Would he remember their time together? 
Would he be the same as before in any way? The fear of Rohan not knowing her 
was making Thisbe feel sick to her stomach. She wasn’t sure how she'd handle it. 

And where was Dev? Where was Maiven? What had happened? All these 
unanswered questions were about to kill her. 

As they flew over Warbler, the Revinir ordered three of her dragons to fly low 
and pepper her old island with a spray of fiery breath, lighting up trees and the 
shipyard and sending people running and diving for the underground tunnels 
there. Appalled by the cowardly act, Thisbe tried not to react, but again, it was 
hard. Sky’s mother was the ruler there, and Thisbe knew others on that island too, 
like her friend Phoenix, who worked as Copper’s assistant. They could be hurt! 
Thisbe hoped they were safe. 

Thankfully, the Revinir urged everyone to continue on after that. Things went 
along more quietly in the hours before they passed by the Island of Fire. Thisbe 
thought she saw a big flash of white and blue in the sea and wondered if it was 
Spike Furious twisting in the water. It made her heart ache. She was leaving all of 
her friends and family behind again. But that wasn’t even the hardest part. It was 
more the fact that the place she was headed was in such turmoil. And the people 
she was going back to—and with—were compromised. 

Thisbe’s heart kept sinking as she thought about what would come next. How 
was she supposed to break this blasted Revinir mind control spell and free her 
people? Especially without Rohan’s assistance. He was the one who'd so nobly 
stayed back to help save his people. Thisbe wanted to carry through with that plan, 
but she hadn’t expected to do it alone. Was it possible that she could find Maiven? 
That question led to another: Would Thisbe be free to roam in Grimere now that 
the Revinir was in charge and she was supposedly under her mind control? Or 
would she be confined to the castle or stationed as a soldier somewhere? She 
wondered how hard it would be to move around and do what she needed to do to 


find Maiven. Whatever the situation was now, Thisbe knew that things would be 
different from last time ... she just wasn’t sure how. 

Exhausted from being up all night, Thisbe kept nodding off, but she wasn’t sure 
how to go about actually sleeping—did the others ever sleep? She hadn’t thought 
about that part of things before. What if they no longer needed it for some reason? 
But that sounded absurd. They were still human. Even the Revinir slept sometimes 
—or at least Thisbe assumed so. 

But she didn’t dare lie down. Instead she hung on to the Revinir’s spikes so she 
wouldn’t accidentally tumble off, and focused on examining the rows and rows of 
the dragon-woman’s thick scales to see if there was any sign of weakness. Or any 
sparse spot where Thisbe could send off sparks that would actually penetrate the 
skin. 

Soon Thisbe’s heavy lids closed, and she slumped over, unable to stay awake any 
longer. 

When she woke many hours later, night was falling. All Thisbe could see was 
water. The gorge wasn’t yet in sight. Once she remembered where she was and what 
she was doing, she fixed her expression and slowly sat up and faced forward. As she 
moved, she noticed that a couple of the black-eyed slaves on the other dragons were 
lying down, and she felt better about having taken a nap. It seemed normal after 
all. That was a relief—learning how to act was tiring and stressful. 

Drock was flying off to Thisbe’s right. Though Thisbe couldn't see him directly, 
he seemed to be doing all right and wasn’t making any outbursts or defying the 
Revinir, so that was good. Thisbe didn’t know any of these other dragons, and she 
wondered what would happen with them if Thisbe were able to break the Revinir’s 
spell. They were complacent now, but would they turn on her and attack once they 
regained control of their minds? Pan and Arabis and the others from their world 
were safe enough, but these strangers were unpredictable and frightening. This 
wasn't just a quest to take the Revinir out of power. It was a quest to restore a 
world to its rightful ruling body. But what if the rightful ruling dragons no longer 
wanted to share the land with the black-eyed people? What if they just wanted to 
tear them to shreds or eat them for dinner? 

Everything Thisbe was doing was such a big risk. And she was completely alone, 
except for Drock, in her attempt to stop a ruler who was more dragon than woman 
these days. How long could she last against those odds? 

As bleak reality set in, Thisbe grew more and more anxious about her situation. 
She was still glad she’d done it—it had worked, and Artimé was saved. But now 


what? 

More of the black-eyed soldiers lay down on their dragons to rest for the night. 
Though she wasn’t tired anymore, Thisbe lay down too, placing her head so that 
she could see Rohan. Perhaps, if she watched him long enough, he’d look her way. 
Perhaps there would be some recognition in his eyes. Perhaps all of this was just a 
horrible nightmare, and her dearest, deepest friend wasn’t really under the 
Revinir’s spell after all. Perhaps. 

Darkness consumed them. Thisbe kept her eye on Rohan, though she couldn’t 
see him very well. When he shifted, she chanced to lift her head and peer at him 
through the darkness. But his eyes didn’t connect with hers. 





A Bad Situation 


(Claire Morning arrived in Artimé, having come as soon as the Necessary asked her 
to. Along the way she’d learned from passersby that Artime’s head mage, Aaron, 
had handed over his robe to the chief dissenter, Frieda Stubbs. It was hard to 
believe. 

Claire found Florence and Simber on the lawn, arguing in hushed voices. Frieda 
Stubbs was standing in the doorway of the mansion surrounded by her new fans. A 
semicircle of protestors calling for Aaron’s return to power was around them. 

“What's happening?” Claire demanded, coming up to Florence and Simber. 

Florence turned and saw who it was. “Oh, Claire. Thank goodness you're here.” 

“Samheed sent for me. What’s going on?” 

“Frieda Stubbs has taken over as head mage, and everything is bedlam around 
here.” 

“So the rumors are true.” Claire took a breath and blew it out. “And what about 
the Revinir?” 

“She’s retreated, thankfully.” 

“Frrrieda is taking crrredit forrr that,” said Simber with disgust. 

“She didn’t do anything,” Florence told Claire, and her voice turned worried. “I 
haven’t had a chance to find out why the Revinir turned back, but I have my 
guesses.” She didn’t say what it was that she feared. 

“Where’s Aaron?” asked Claire. 

“On Karrrkinos,” said Simber. “The girrrls arrre therrre too.” 


“We think,” muttered Florence, looking out to the west. There was nothing to 
see but waves and an outline of the island. 

“You should have stopped this,” Simber snapped. 

Florence narrowed her eyes and stared down her lifelong friend. “There was 
nothing I could do, and you know it.” 

Simber growled low and long, but he didn’t argue further. 

In all her years in Artime, Claire had never seen Florence and Simber disagree 
so heatedly before. It was unsettling. “What can I do?” 

Florence glanced over her shoulder at Frieda Stubbs in the doorway, then back 
at Claire. “The dissenters wanted you as head mage after Alex died. Perhaps . . . if 
you're willing... for a little while, at least...” 

Claire understood. She nodded. “Of course. Temporarily, I mean. Until things 
get sorted out.” 

“It won't worrrk,” Simber muttered. 

“Simber, please,” said Florence, exasperated. “We have to try. And I really don’t 
need your negativity right now.” 

Simber glared at Florence. “My life has changed disastrrrously,” he said. “I’m 
sorrry you don’t like how I’m rrreacting to that.” He sniffed, then loped toward the 
back entrance of the mansion without another word. 

Florence sighed. “He’s having a terrible time with her.” 

Claire nodded. “I’m happy to do anything to cheer Simber up—if he’s not happy, 
no one is.” 

Florence gave a sardonic laugh. “You’ve got that right.” She turned toward the 
spectacle at the entrance. “Let’s go talk to them. Tell them you're interested in the 
job, just like they wanted. I believe they'll be for it.” 

Claire eyed the group, trying to assess the situation. “Do you think the Aaron 
supporters will object?” 

“Not at all,” said Florence. “They'd be very supportive of you too. They just want 
Stubbs out before she wrecks everything.” 

“I see.” Claire straightened her shirt and smoothed her component vest, then let 
out a resigned sigh. “Okay, let’s go.” 

They walked over to where Frieda Stubbs was speaking to her people. “Artimé is 
safe now,” she was saying loudly. “The Revinir has been banished forever. What 
Aaron Stowe couldn’t do, I did.” Cheers erupted. 

Frieda Stubbs smiled and bowed ever so slightly, as if she were feeling a little bit 
humbled by the praise, though everyone knew she was anything but humble and 


was probably doing it for show. 

“She must’ve been an acting student,” Claire whispered to Florence. 

“Right on,” Florence replied. 

Frieda noticed them coming. She froze for a microsecond, then smiled 
demurely. “Look who it is!” she said. “Has Quill heard about my success already?” 
She laughed and tried to appear modest. “Word spreads so fast.” 

Others turned and seemed pleased to see Claire. They knew her, had been 
taught by her, and trusted her—Mr. Today’s daughter was the next best thing to 
the original mage himself. They parted, making a path to Frieda. The Aaron 
supporters stopped chanting for his return and watched what was happening, 
looking a bit hopeful to see the woman. Everyone loved Claire Morning. Perhaps 
she was the solution to all of the unrest in Artimé. 

“Hello, everybody,” said Claire. “It’s so good to see you all again, though I’m sad 
about the circumstances. And I’m surprised and troubled by the way people have 
been acting around here. That doesn’t seem quite like us, does it?” 

A few of the dissenters looked down sheepishly. Others’ faces hardened slightly, 
as if they didn’t really need or want a lecture. 

“I've banished the Revinir,” said Frieda. “Did you hear?” 

“I heard she retreated,” said Claire. “That’s wonderful news for our island.” 

“She must have learned of my takeover,” said Frieda. 

The protesters who supported Aaron’s return murmured angrily. 

Claire tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “Really? You think that’s what did 
it?” 

Frieda’s smile didn’t crack. “I’m certain of it,” she said coolly. 

Florence stepped in. “I’m sure you are all delighted to see our wonderful Claire 
Morning back in Artimé. And we have some exciting news. Remember when you 
all wanted Claire to take over as head mage?” 

Several people from both groups gasped excitedly in anticipation. 

“Well,” Florence continued, “Claire has agreed to step in and take over. Isn’t that 
wonderful?” 

More than half the people gathered outside cheered. Others talked excitedly. 
And others seemed hesitant but positive. Claire grinned and nodded. “It’s true,” she 
said. 

Frieda’s expression was far from positive. 

“Is this what you all would like?” asked Florence in her most encouraging voice. 

“Yes!” shouted a large contingent. “Claire Morning! Head mage!” shouted one, 


and then others chimed in. The two opposing groups began to merge, unifying over 
what seemed like the perfect fit. The ones who loved Aaron were just as happy with 
Claire, and the ones who supported Frieda had been desperate to have Claire lead 
them from the time she was trying to restore the world after Alex’s death. It was a 
perfect solution. 

Claire put her hands in the air, laughing and trying to quiet them so she could 
speak. “Okay, okay,” she said. “What has to happen here to make it official?” 

Florence turned to Frieda, who still wasn’t smiling or speaking. “It’s a simple 
procedure,” said Florence. “Frieda, just hand over the robe to Claire and declare her 
the new head mage, and the magic will transfer. And all will be good in the world 
again.” 

Frieda stood in stony silence. She surveyed the people gathered there. There 
were many who had been praising her just minutes ago. Only a few close friends 
had joined her in her silent protest. She looked from face to face in the crowd, and 
then came around to Claire again. “You said a few months ago that you didn’t want 
to be head mage. That’s why you gave it to that terrible person, Aaron Stowe.” 

Claire’s warm smile stiffened. “I changed my mind,” she said. 

The crowd quieted and looked at one another uneasily. A few of them in the 
back started chanting, “We want Claire! We want Claire!” 

Florence hushed them with a look, then turned back to Frieda. “Just hand her 
the robe,” Florence said again. “And say something that implies she’s the head mage 
now.” 

Frieda crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t trust people who change their 
minds,” she said. “Besides, I’m the one who ended the threat from the Revinir, not 
her. I think it’s pretty clear who the natural leader is here.” 

The crowd shifted uneasily. A few of the dissenters weighed their leader’s words 
and came back to Frieda’s side, now that they knew she wanted to stay. 

“Frieda,” said Claire, trying a new tactic, “we're all so grateful for the work 
you've done during this transition. Thank you. You definitely . . . played a part 
in... well, everything. But it’s best if the head mage is someone with leadership 
experience. And has an understanding of the inner workings of Artimé. And ... is 
an expert at our magic. I think ... I think we are all glad that the Revinir retreated, 
whatever her reason for doing so, and your part in that. But now that things have 
calmed down, it’s best to go forward with someone more ... suited . . . for the job.” 
She stretched out her hand authoritatively, waiting for Frieda to give her Aaron’s 
robe. 


Frieda Stubbs stared back at Claire. Then she snorted and turned in the 
doorway. “No,” she said, looking back at the crowd. “I won't do it. I’m the best 
suited. Artime is mine now.” She took a step inside, then shouted in a most 
annoying voice, “Simber!” She turned and retreated up the staircase to her room. 

A few people followed her. The rest stood in stunned silence, staring after her 
through the open door. Seconds later the place erupted into bedlam again. Simber 
gave Florence a nasty look, then followed the head mage. 

Claire dropped her arm to her side and looked at Florence. “What just 
happened?” 

Florence stared back. “Pm not sure,” she said, shaking her head slightly. “I 
think... I think we've just experienced a coup d'état.” 





A Touch and a Whisper 


The ‘Revinie and. her grand party of mind-controlled dragons and slaves made it 
back to Grimere, arriving to much fanfare from those on the ground. Dragons of all 
species lined the road that led up the hill to the castle. They bowed to the Revinir 
as she and her group soared between them. 

Hundreds of the former king’s green-uniformed soldiers were hard at work on 
the castle and surrounding grounds, building a new drawbridge and repairing the 
entry and turrets, which had been partially destroyed by fire and dragons fighting. 
Thisbe resisted the urge to gawk at the ridiculousness of it all and instead played 
her part, acting like the others. The Revinir soared into the charred grand entrance 
to the castle, while the other dragons landed outside and let their passengers off to 
walk in. Thisbe didn’t dare look back at Drock. She could only pray that he would 
behave according to their plan and manage to continue resisting the Revinir’s call. 
She wasn’t sure when she’d see him again. 

As the Revinir landed in the huge entry room, Thisbe noticed that the gilded 
tigers, which had once belonged to Princess Shanti, were gone. In their place were a 
few soldiers in blue uniforms. Thisbe recognized them from the catacombs. She saw 
them point at her. Her cheeks burned at the pleased looks on their faces. 

But Thisbe stayed seated like the others. She didn’t move, though her body 
ached from the journey. She longed to get off the Revinir’s back and look at Rohan. 
To talk to him. To try to wake him up and make him recognize her. But she knew 


she had to wait, especially now. She struggled not to give the soldiers nasty looks as 
they informed others nearby that the Revinir had captured her. 

“It didn’t take long to capture that one,” said one soldier. 

“My powers have grown,” boasted the Revinir. “She and Drock came right to me 
once we grew close enough.” She chuckled, though it sounded more like a deep 
rattle in her chest. 

“What about the twin?” 

“Have you seen her around?” asked the Revinir. “Apparently she’s somewhere in 
our land, planning to attack me.” 

“No sign of her,” said the soldier, looking alarmed. 

“No doubt hiding in the forest as usual,” said the Revinir. “I'll have Thisbe 
working up some broth again in no time so that when Fifer emerges, we'll be able 
to get her. Surely she'll accept anything Thisbe cooks for her.” She turned her head 
slightly. “Everyone, disembark.” 

Thisbe’s stomach churned, and she fought to keep her expression steady as she 
got down off the Revinir’s back. As much as she and Fifer had been at odds lately, 
there was no way Thisbe would have any part in feeding her sister the dragon-bone 
broth. And the thought of being put back to work in the Revinir’s kitchen made 
Thisbe want to run away screaming. She hadn’t expected to continue that line of 
work now that the Revinir had taken over the castle! But clearly not everything had 
changed with the Revinir’s operations. Thisbe realized the dragon-woman would 
still be in need of broth to feed her own personal greed, as well as to control the 
people who reported to her. 

That number appeared to be growing, too. Thisbe thought back to when she 
was first making the dragon-bone broth, and how Dev had spent a day selling it in 
Dragonsmarche. With a start, Thisbe realized that anyone who'd drunk it would 
also be affected by the Revinir’s roar—it wasn’t like the ancestor broth, which only 
affected the black-eyed people. The dragon-bone broth’s magical properties worked 
on anyone. Was that why so many people seemed to be calmly working in the castle 
without anyone forcing them or overseeing their work? Had the Revinir made the 
king’s green army drink the broth too? 

“Go to your rooms, children,” the Revinir said. “Back to work tomorrow.” 

Thisbe wasn’t sure where to go. Did the black-eyed slave soldiers have rooms in 
the castle now? To her great dismay, Rohan and Prindi and the others turned 
obediently toward the ramp that led to the dungeon and filed down it. Were they 
being held down there now? How horrible! Thisbe went with them, uncertain if it 


would be unusual for her to ask the dragon-woman what she was supposed to be 
doing. 

The Revinir offered no instruction and didn’t accompany them down. When 
they reached the bottom, the soldiers stationed there saw who they were. Instead of 
ushering them to the cells, they opened the door that led to the catacombs. With a 
sinking heart, Thisbe filed past the empty dragon stalls and through the doorway, 
and followed the others into the underground maze, knowing that unless 
something had changed, they had an extremely long walk to their crypts, which 
would give them little opportunity to rest before morning. Why would the Revinir 
be so awful, making them walk when she could have had a dragon take them to the 
elevator entrance in far less time? It was a power game. The Revinir had all of it, 
and the black-eyed slaves were at her mercy. Thisbe was sure the dragon-woman 
enjoyed every moment, knowing the slaves had no choice but to obey. 

“You might want to walk fast so you can get to your crypts before the workday 
begins,” said one of the castle soldiers unhelpfully. Then he slammed the door shut 
behind them and turned the lock, leaving Thisbe and the six others seemingly alone 
in the catacombs. 

They started jogging. There were no blue-uniformed soldiers in sight as far as 
Thisbe could see, which seemed strange compared to how it used to be. But if all 
the slaves were under the Revinir’s mind control, it made sense that she didn’t need 
as many soldiers controlling them. Thisbe’s pulse quickened. Last in line, she 
glanced behind her, seeing the backs of the adult soldiers’ heads through the small 
window in the door. 

Now what? Thisbe wondered. Should she try to engage Rohan and the other 
slaves? Would they just stare blankly at her? Or would they report her for 
suspicious behavior? Thisbe didn’t know enough about how the spell affected them, 
and she didn’t dare risk blowing her cover until she had it figured out. 

She had plenty of time to think about it on the long journey to their crypts. 
None of the others spoke. They jogged until they couldn’t keep up the pace, then 
slowed to a speed walk. Now and then they passed a few soldiers stationed at the 
intersections. They didn’t seem like they had anything to do now that the slaves 
were no longer an escape risk, and barely looked at them. That was the first 
encouraging sign Thisbe took from the experience. She'd be less scrutinized. That 
was never a bad thing. 

Halfway through they took a break to rest. Thisbe was careful not to look at 
Rohan or any others too closely, even though she was dying to study them and ask a 


few questions. But she was deathly worried about the Revinir finding out—it would 
ruin everything if she were even the least bit suspicious. Thisbe had made it this far 
under scrutiny, and she still had her components. There were fewer soldiers down 
here than before, so that offered her some hope. She’d have to ride on those 
positives for a while until she had a better grasp on how to get information safely. 

When they got up, Thisbe repositioned herself so she was behind Rohan. Seeing 
him offered her a slight bit of comfort. But along with it came an unidentifiable 
ache that was marginally akin to how she felt about Alex’s death—grief and loss, 
mixed with tremendous guilt. Obviously Rohan wasn’t dead, so that made the 
comparison weak. But if Rohan couldn’t recognize her after all they'd been 
through, didn’t that sort of make him dead to her, in a way? Could Thisbe have 
done something to prevent this? Was there anything she could do now to snap him 
and the others out of it? And she still wondered where Maiven was. Did she know 
Rohan was down here? Was she doing anything about it? Or had she been captured 
too and put back in her dungeon cell? 

As they came upon the first hallway containing a slave crypt, one of their group 
peeled off from the others and went down it toward the open door. Not long after, 
Mangrel, the crypt keeper, rounded a corner and came upon them, apparently 
having received word of their arrival and preparing to lock them into their rooms 
until it was time to wake them up. 

When Mangrel caught sight of Thisbe, his expression changed. “They got you, 
too,” he murmured, and shook his head slightly. 

Thisbe’s eyes widened, but luckily Mangrel had turned and didn’t see it. Had he 
seemed disappointed about Thisbe’s recapture? As if hed hoped Thisbe had 
actually escaped for good? It couldn’t be. Though Mangrel was not one of the 
Revinir’s soldiers, and perhaps had shown an ounce or two of kindness in the past, 
he’d always seemed to support the dragon-woman. Perhaps she’d finally gotten too 
horrible, and Mangrel had changed loyalties. Thisbe was determined to find out. 

The man locked up the first slave, then returned and led the tired group to each 
crypt, securing them inside. Finally only Rohan and Thisbe remained. Thisbe sped 
up slightly so she could walk side by side with Rohan. And despite his vacant stare, 
her skin tingled being near him. She wanted desperately to take his hand, to look 
into his eyes and wake him up. To talk to him like they'd done so many times 
before. But even when she dared to steal a glance his way, he stared glassy-eyed at 
Mangrel’s back. Thisbe knew that any sort of familiarity she expressed might only 


be met with confusion, so of course she didn’t do those things. It was so sad and 
strange to have her best friend not know her. 

Just as they came to Rohan’s hallway, Thisbe stopped obediently like she and the 
others had done each time. As Mangrel and Rohan turned off to go to Rohan’s 
crypt, Rohan’s pinkie brushed Thisbe’s. And she thought she heard something. She 
froze and looked up. Had he done that on purpose? And had his lips twitched the 
slightest bit just now? Had his eyes focused on her for a split second? Had he... 
Had he whispered something to her? 

But no. Rohan didn’t look back. Feeling delirious, Thisbe stayed still and waited 
as Mangrel locked Rohan inside. When Mangrel returned, she followed him to the 
next passageway to her crypt, which backed up to Rohan’s. With a surge of hope, 
she remembered the tunnel she’d created between their rooms. 

But just as suddenly the hope faded, for she knew full well that the Revinir was 
aware of the tunnel. And she most certainly must have filled it in by now, unless 
she trusted the mind-controlled slaves so much that she didn’t think any harm 
could come of them intermingling—after all, wouldn’t they just go tell her 
everything truthfully? But Thisbe also knew that the Revinir didn’t trust anyone so 
blindly. Her shoulders slumped. Thisbe walked into her old familiar space with its 
old familiar smells and memories and felt a sense of dread come over her. Before 
she turned to watch Mangrel close the door in her face, she glanced up the huge 
pile of dragon bones that led all the way to the back wall. The tunnel to Rohan’s 
crypt, which she’d created by using her explosive magic, wasn’t visible anymore. In 
fact, the entire back wall was now covered with a thick plate of gold. That would 
surely keep Thisbe from getting to Rohan again. 

“Get some sleep,” Mangrel said gruffly. He hesitated, then fished a piece of hard 
bread from his pocket and set it inside the door before closing it. It was almost 
endearing. 

Thisbe picked up the bread and sat down, her feet aching. She stared at the new 
back wall and gnawed at the bread. A few minutes later she was surprised to hear 
her door opening again. Without a word, Mangrel’s wrinkled face and wispy hair 
appeared low to the ground as he slid a pitcher of water inside. The door closed 
again. 

Fighting sleep, Thisbe kept staring at the back wall, trying to remember exactly 
where the tunnel had been. Wondering if the hole was still there, behind the metal, 
or if it had been filled in. 


As she contemplated, her eyes began to close. But her thirst was great. She 


moved heavily over to the pitcher and drank. Then she climbed up the bone 
mountain and grabbed a small bone at the top. She tapped lightly along the gold 
wall to see if she could hear a difference from one spot to another. Perhaps there 
would be a hollow sound if she found the spot she needed. 

But everything sounded the same. After a few moments, Thisbe concluded that 
the tunnel must have been filled in, making her job even more impossible. 

She set down the bone. As she prepared to slide down to her sleeping area, a 
familiar sound met her ears: three distinct knocks from the other side of the back 
wall. 





Old Familiar 


lhisheturnéd wich a stare Te Couldnt be Rokan tapping the wall like old times, 
could it? But what else could it be? Three taps—that was their signal. Though she’d 
never mentioned it to Rohan, in her heart his three taps stood for words. “How are 
you?” Or even “I miss you.” She blushed furiously and picked up the dragon bone 
again. She tapped the gold wall four times in response. “Oh, Rohan,” she whispered. 
“I miss you, too. Please come back to me.” 

Having her dearest friend so close yet unable to recognize her was already 
terribly difficult. Knowing who he'd been before he was under the Revinit’s spell 
made it all the harder to see him like this. Like a shell that the real Rohan had 
abandoned. Had their bond somehow brought him back? For a moment, at least? 

Thisbe strained to listen. Then two taps came, and this time Thisbe was certain 
beyond a doubt that somehow Rohan was doing it. She tapped twice in response. 
“Good night.” And then she slumped, barely able to stand there. All sorts of 
emotions churned and poured out of her, leaving her body feeling utterly broken 
and exhausted. 

She had to rest or she’d never be able to pull off her glassy-eyed ruse without 
messing up. Hopefully there would be time to figure out how to get through the 
back wall tomorrow. But for now ... she waited. 

There were no more knocks. Still, Thisbe stayed another minute before finally 
sliding down the bone pile. At the bottom she curled up with the thin blanket and 
tried not to think about how this very room had seen some other harsh action too, 


after she'd escaped. Alex had died here, not far from the spot where Thisbe lay. 
Trying to find and rescue her. There was perhaps nothing more horrible than 
imagining what Alex might have looked like, dead on the floor in this lonely, 
forsaken place. 

Thisbe fell asleep with those pictures in her mind and woke up disoriented and 
still thinking of them a few hours later. The sound of the door lock turning 
brought her back immediately, and she sat up, then scrambled for her pitcher of 
water so she could drain the rest of it before Mangrel could take it away. 

He stepped back in surprise. 

Thisbe froze, then moved deliberately to sit down and fixed her vacant stare. 

Mangrel studied her suspiciously, then set a tray of food on the floor at her feet. 
She took a slow bite of food, pretending that she hadn’t just lunged for the pitcher 
of water. After a long moment, Mangrel stepped out. “TIl come back for the tray,” 
he said, his voice measured. “The Revinir wants you to report to the kitchen to 
make dragon-bone broth. She said you’d know what to do.” 

Thisbe nodded slightly. “Yes, Mangrel,” she said in a monotone voice, and put 
another spoonful of something disgusting into her mouth. It was better than 
nothing. Slightly. 

Seemingly satisfied, Mangrel left. Thisbe sank against the wall in relief. Then she 
hurriedly choked down the rest of the food and water and set out into the hallway, 
heading to the kitchen. She slowed when she went past Rohan’s hallway, but he 
wasn’t anywhere around that she could see while still maintaining her low-key 
glassy-eyed stare. 

She thought about last night. Had she imagined the knock exchange? She’d been 
delirious with exhaustion. And Rohan hadn’t recognized her at all on the entire 
journey—even the accidental pinkie-brushing was hardly evidence of anything. 
How would he have known to do the knocking, especially when he was in a trance 
like everyone else? Maybe she’d just wished it so much that she’d only thought she’d 
heard it. 

By the time she reached the passageway that led to the kitchen, Thisbe had 
concluded that she’d imagined the interaction with Rohan from the middle of the 
night and chalked it up to exhaustion and weird dreams about being back here. 
Once she entered the warm, smelly kitchen, she immediately forgot all about 
Rohan. Because standing with his back to her, stirring a cauldron of bone broth, 
was Dev. 


Thisbe abandoned her role momentarily. “Dev!” she cried, then slapped her hand 


over her mouth and whirled around to make sure nobody was around, especially 
the Revinir. But the throne room off the kitchen was empty, and there was no one 
else about either. 

Dev turned slowly. 

“You're alive!” Thisbe said softly. Tears threatened to brim over. It was a great 
relief to see him. 

Dev stared blankly. His eyes looked dead. Thisbe could see he was even more 
covered in scales than before. 

“Oh, Dev,” Thisbe whispered, walking toward him. It was a reckless move, trying 
to engage him—he could report her. But she couldn't help herself. 

He turned away, continuing to stir. “The bones are there,” he said, and pointed 
out the obvious pile of dragon bones behind him. 

“Dev, please look at me,” Thisbe whispered. She glanced over her shoulder 
anxiously, then reached out to him. “It’s me. Thisbe. I’m your friend.” 

Dev was quiet, making Thisbe wonder if she was actually getting through to him 
or if the spell he was under was making him not know how to have a conversation. 
She feared the latter. 

“The bones,” said Dev again, though his voice faltered. He pointed a second 
time. 

A couple of the Revinir’s original soldiers came into the room. “Ha-ha! I heard 
she was back,” one said with a sharp edge to his voice. He poked the other guy. 

The other one was unimpressed—she’d gotten past him in her escape with 
Rohan, which had made him look bad. He sneered at Thisbe. “Don’t try anything 
stupid.” 

Thisbe really wanted to practice her boom spell on him. But that would blow 
her cover and keep her from freeing Rohan and the others. She wasn’t ready to 
make any hasty moves. She needed to learn a lot more about how things worked 
before going into attack mode, and figure out some way to get at least a couple of 
the other slaves to help her free the rest of them. In the meantime she needed to 
raise zero doubts in anybody’s mind about her being under the Revinir’s mind 
control. This wasn’t going to be easy when she was regularly interrupted by people 
she couldn’t stand. 

Dev wasn’t one of those people, though. How she wished she could talk to him! 
To get him to snap out of it! She wanted to know everything about what the 
Revinir had accomplished in the months since her escape. And what she was trying 
to do next. And at the back of her mind was the worry about Fifer. How far would 


the dragon-woman go to track her down? Would she go all the way back to Artimé 
if Fifer didn’t appear locally like Thisbe had said she would? 

As Thisbe began constructing a dragon-bone broth on her fire, she sent out 
silent wishes to the universe: Please let Aaron and Florence and the others figure out 
some new spells to take down the Revinir. Please let them be safe. Please make the Revinir 
forget about Fifer. Please. 

The soldiers moved on to continue their rounds, leaving Dev and Thisbe alone 
together like old times. But now it was awful. Thisbe tried talking to him again, but 
he just kept his back turned to her and ignored her. Soon Thisbe gave up, too 
worried about him reporting her. 

It was sad. Dev wasn’t anything close to the boy Thisbe had gotten to know so 
well in their time together down here. He no longer had any personality. And no 
emotions—that was the hardest part for Thisbe to get used to. The old Dev had 
been anything but dull. He’d been sullen, or angry, or generous, or torrentially 
sobbing in Thisbe’s presence. There was always something going on with him. But 
now, like with Rohan, he was a cardboard cutout. An unfeeling puppet without a 
hand to guide it, who merely resembled Thisbe’s old friend. It was so draining just 
being near someone like that. And it seemed hopeless to try to get through to him. 

Thisbe didn’t have power like that—the power to break this invisible spell. She 
wasn’t even close to being strong enough to stop whatever it was that gave the 
Revinir so much hold over everyone. Much less take down the dragon-woman 
herself. 

As the day drew on, Thisbe felt her resolve and her confidence slipping. What 
was she trying to do here? What could she possibly accomplish on her own? She’d 
managed to trick the dragon-woman into leaving Artime alone—that was 
something. But now what? Whatever grand schemes she’d had of helping Rohan 
and Maiven save the universe seemed to be crumbling into dust. There didn’t seem 
to be any way to defeat such a powerful monster. It was silly for Thisbe to think 
there was anything she could do. Until she could find the Revinir’s weakness, 
Thisbe’s presence here was futile. What had she gotten herself into? Stuck down in 
the catacombs again! 

Hours later the soldiers returned, then left again. Dev didn’t say much. The 
Revinir never appeared, perhaps too busy in her new castle. Or too big now to fit 
through the catacomb passageways. Thisbe bottled her broth and prepared to go 
back to her crypt to spend a lonely night thinking about all the things she couldn’t 
do. 


Her mind turned to wondering how she could use her magic to break through 
the golden barrier in front of the tunnel. Was it worth the effort, even if Rohan 
was so zombielike? Perhaps it wouldn’t be too hard to melt the metal, rather than 
try to break through it. After all, she’d melted the gold thorn for Henry so he could 
repair Talon’s ankle. She'd definitely try that, though it could take quite a while to 
clear a big enough area. And Mangrel would certainly notice a large melted spot 
like that, unless she could hide it behind a bone pile as she’d done before. That 
would take time too. 

Deep in thought alongside Dev, Thisbe ladled broth into the glass vials, then 
brought them into the throne room and stacked them with the supply of others. 
When she heard a clattering of bones, she went to the door to see who had 
delivered them. 

Rohan was standing just outside the kitchen, staring straight at her. Bones that 
were distinctly not from dragons littered the floor around his feet. The corner of 
his mouth twitched into a sly half grin. “Hello, pria,” he whispered. 





A Team EFFort 


(hishes Heme thudded aa het chest, and she almost dropped the vial of broth she 
was holding. “Rohan?” she said softly, then strained to look behind him to make 
sure no guards were nearby. She checked Dev, too, and he was ignoring them. “Are 
you...?I mean... are you, like, yourself right now?” 

Rohan grinned. “Right now and always,” he said, keeping his voice low too. He 
frowned at Dev’s back. “Maybe we can talk tonight? Once you figure out how to be 
a beast, that is, and break through the wall again.” 

Thisbe stared. She couldn’t believe it. Tears of joy and relief popped to the 
surface and streamed down her cheeks. 

Rohan’s face melted. He went to her, and despite the risk, they embraced. 
Thisbe felt the sobs come, and she tried to do it quietly without getting any snot on 
Rohan’s shirt, but she was having a hard time. He held her and whispered, “Shhh. 
Pll explain everything later.” 

Thisbe sucked in a breath and steadied herself. “It was so awful seeing you like 
that.” 

“I know. I felt the same way when I saw you and Drock coming. I thought the 
Revinir’s mind control had gotten the best of you after all. It was only that night on 
her back when I saw you lift your head and look at me that I realized you were 
faking too. You're very talented.” 

Thisbe eked out a smile. “I know,” she said, and the two laughed quietly. 


Dev turned at the sound, and Thisbe and Rohan immediately went into their 
roles. 

“Make broth,” Rohan said in a monotone voice, indicating the bones he'd 
brought. 

Thisbe stifled a giggle at how stiff he sounded. She could feel a tidal wave of 
laughter at her throat, threatening to spill. Thankfully, Rohan kept it together, and 
soon footsteps in the hallway sobered them both up quickly. 

“Hurry,” Rohan whispered. “Get them into the pot before someone sees what 
they are.” 

Thisbe had been so preoccupied with everything else that she hadn’t noticed 
what the bones were. She studied them, and with a sickening feeling, she realized 
soon enough. “Ancestor,” said Thisbe, frowning. “I thought . . .” 

Rohan put a finger to his lips and turned away, slipping out of the kitchen as 
the soldiers entered. 

Thisbe’s mind raced. She quickly gathered up the armload of bones and threw 
them into her cauldron, then poured a giant bucket of water over them. She stoked 
the fire and stood in front of the pot in such a way that Dev and the soldiers 
wouldn’t be able to look into it without getting past her. All the while her mind 
whirled. The Revinir had given up making the ancestor broth because it hadn't 
worked for her. Thisbe had managed to steal a couple of bottles of it before the rest 
was destroyed. She was quite sure the Revinir didn’t want any of the ancestor broth 
made. So why did Rohan bring these bones? It couldn’t have been a directive from 
the Revinir. 

As Thisbe stirred the water and bones, she realized exactly what was happening. 
And she felt foolish for not having thought of it herself. The ancestor broth had 
kept Thisbe from being pulled to the Revinir until now. Taking the second dose 
had given her even more control against the effects of the dragon-bone broth. And 
it had given her more clarity in the historic images that sat almost pleasantly in her 
memory now, rather than blinding her whenever the Revinir roared. 

The ancestor broth was the answer to one big part of Thisbe’s problem. It would 
combat the mind control, and it worked on people with black eyes. They'd just 
have to get the other slaves to drink it. And to stop taking the dragon-bone broth. 
It was brilliant! 

But the more Thisbe thought about it, the more it seemed like a difficult task— 
there was no way Dev or the other black-eyed slaves would just obediently drink 
something Thisbe offered them. And would they tell the Revinir that Thisbe was 


trying to get them to drink it? She'd have to figure that part out. Maybe Rohan had 
an idea. 

“Finish up,” said one of the soldiers, poking his head into the cooking area. 
“Time to go back to your crypts once your overnight batch of broth is cooking.” 

Thisbe startled but managed to keep her body steady. She watched out of the 
corner of her eye at how Dev responded—slowly and deliberately putting one last 
log on his fire. Thisbe did the same thing, then added a handful of herbs to her pot 
to provide some cover over what was inside. There was nothing more she could do. 

Together they turned to go out. With a tiny bit of worry burning a hole in her 
stomach, Thisbe walked with Dev in silence, wondering if what she’d done with the 
herbs would be sufficient to hide the bones. Or if shed be discovered and 
questioned in the morning. 

But there was little time to think about that, for she had another huge task to 
accomplish before the broth would be ready. 





Breaking Through 


[hisbe backed up to her crypt door and faced the golden wall, trying to visualize 
precisely where the tunnel had been before. Chances were pretty good that 
someone had filled in the tunnel, because she hadn’t heard any hollow spots. But 
the wall had already been compromised in that place once before, so perhaps it 
would be easier to break through it again. It helped that Thisbe’s magic had 
improved. But it was too bad that Florence’s team hadn’t finished making 
obliterate spells before Thisbe had left—it seemed like they could be useful here. 
Though if Thisbe had possession of one of those, she might have to save it for the 
Revinir. 

Staying far away for better aim, which is how Thisbe’s natural magic worked 
best, she concentrated on the spot that seemed right. She raised her hand and 
pointed at it. Then she unleashed a long stream of fiery sparks. The impact was 
loud, making quite a metallic din. In the closed space, the spell produced a lot of 
smoke that had little place to go. Thisbe coughed and peered through the smoke, 
then went again with another round. When a river of gold trickled all the way 
down the bones, Thisbe stopped and climbed up through the smoky haze to see her 
progress. 

To her delight, a huge section of gold had melted away in the right spot, 
exposing the tunnel that had been filled in with rocks and bones. Fueled by 
adrenaline and feeling powerful, Thisbe shook her head and laughed. “You'd think 
they'd understand who theyre dealing with by now,” she said. Going down the 


bone mountain halfway, Thisbe stood back and pointed, her sparks slamming into 
the hodgepodge of filler, sending gravel and sand and bone bits spilling out. 

From the other side of the wall, Rohan pounded three times, which gave Thisbe 
assurance that all must be well over there. Thisbe sent off another round of sparks 
to break the tunnel contents loose. Climbing back up, she grabbed the end of a 
giant bone that was sticking out and tugged at it with all her might, working it 
back and forth. Finally it broke loose and sent her tumbling down the mountain 
with a bunch of silt flowing out after her. Once more she climbed to the tunnel, her 
muscles burning from all the exertion. Taking a short break to catch her breath, she 
stared into the tunnel to assess the remaining stuff plugging the hole. 

A few minutes later she was back at it again, firing into the space. The explosion 
shook the walls and made the bones around her rattle. Fearful of being heard, 
Thisbe waited a while and tried to wave the smoke away, certain that someone 
would come to see what was making the racket. But no one did. Thisbe was 
determined to get through this thing. Tonight. 

Piece by piece, Thisbe cleared out the rest of the debris. After dragging out the 
last bits, she climbed into the hole, coughing and choking on the smoke and dust. 
But there was no light at the end of the tunnel leading into Rohan’s crypt. 
Crawling in to figure out why, Thisbe slammed into something solid where the 
other end of the tunnel should be. 

“What is this now?” Thisbe said, exasperated. She started feeling all around, 
finding a flat piece of something that spanned the diameter of the tunnel opening. 
“Rohan, are you in there? What’s covering this?” She pounded on it. 

“It’s a sheet of gold,” came Rohan’s muffled reply from the other side. 

“Oh.” Thisbe paused to catch her breath. “Well, I suppose that makes sense. 
You'd better stand back. Like, way back.” 

“Aye, Captain,” said Rohan. Thisbe could hear bones knocking together as he 
scrambled out of the way. “Ready when you are.” 

Wearily Thisbe backed out of the tunnel to get some distance. Then she pointed 
her less-tired-and-singed hand at the gold panel that separated her from Rohan. 
This time she aimed a narrow, laserlike line of fire at the gold plate that blocked 
her way, making a circle. Soon she could see hazy light appear as the sparks burned 
through and melted the precious metal. After she made it all the way around, the 
solid middle disk that remained fell out onto the bone pile in Rohan’s crypt. 

They both coughed and waved away the smoke. Eventually, when it was easier to 
breathe, Thisbe went inside the tunnel once more, dirt-covered and sweaty, and 


collapsed. When the opening on Rohan’s side was sufficiently cooled off and no 
longer smoking, he climbed up and peered into the tunnel at Thisbe. She patted 
the space beside her. Rohan stepped over the molten bits and slid into place. “Hi,” 
he said. 

“Hi.” Thisbe’s heart swelled. 

“Just like old times,” he said, beaming. 

Thisbe grinned. Though she was exhausted, filthy, and triumphant, she never 
wanted the moment to end. 





News From Underground 


Tellme everything,” said Thisbe. “Is Maiven okay? I’ve been anxious to ask ever 
since I saw you without her. I thought you must have been captured. I pictured 
Maiven in the dungeon again .. . It was so depressing.” 

“Maiven is—” Rohan stopped abruptly, as if thinking something through. Then 
he glanced at Thisbe’s worried face. “Oh, she’s fine. Wonderful, in fact.” He flashed 
a smile. “I would have let you know what happened if I could have. But I thought 
you were compromised by the Revinir, just like you thought I was.” 

Thisbe grasped Rohan’s hand. “Thank goodness we are both such good actors,” 
she said with a laugh. “And you haven't had any training!” 

“When your life depends on it, you don’t need training,” said Rohan. He peered 
out of the tunnel at his door. “And speaking of that, I’m surprised no one has come 
to check on the racket youve been making. Where’s Mangrel? He’s been acting 
different lately.” 

“I noticed that as well! Maybe he slept through the noise this time.” Thisbe 
checked her door too and grew uneasy. “He’d have been here by now if he’d heard, 
though, right?” 

“I imagine so. But with fewer guards around, maybe nobody heard or felt the 
explosions.” 

“Well, then,” said Thisbe, feeling a little more at ease, “tell me whatever you can 
before it’s time to go back to work.” 


“First, may I express how glad I am that you're alive? I was a little worried about 
the volcano network.” He gazed earnestly at her. 

“That’s a story for later,” said Thisbe. “We ended up in a very creepy place, but 
made it out all right.” 

“Did you find Sky?” 

“Yes! She was in our world.” 

“Thank goodness.” Rohan settled in. “After you and your friends left, I explained 
to Maiven everything I knew about the broths and what they did to you—how they 
affected you. She and I determined that the ancestor broth worked something like 
an antidote to the dragon-bone broth. And we knew from what you'd told me that 
the ancestor broth worked only on those with black eyes, like our fellow slaves. So 
once we got settled and Maiven started feeling better, she and I slowly hatched this 
madcap plan for me to fake being affected by the Revinir’s roar so I could infiltrate 
the catacombs and try to get our fellow future rulers back to our side.” 

“That was very smart of you,” said Thisbe. “But dangerous, too—what if she 
forced you to drink the dragon-bone broth?” 

“I drank the vial of ancestor broth you gave me as a protectant right before | 
came.” 

“Ooh.” Thisbe leaned forward. “So you see visions now too?” 

“Oh... ,” he said, seeming suddenly troubled. “Yes. 1... We'll get to that later. I 
wonder if we're seeing different parts of the same events of the past . . . or if maybe 
we're getting slightly different points of view.” 

Thisbe was intrigued, but she had a million other questions to get to in such 
limited time. “How did you come to join this group, though? Didn’t the Revinir 
suspect something when you didn’t have scales?” 

“Ah, but I do have them.” He pulled up his sleeves and showed Thisbe. “Maiven 
and I stuck them on with a glue she made out of sap. They look real, don’t they?” 
He pulled a small container of glue and a bag of scales from his pocket. “I have 
more in case I lose any.” 

Thisbe pulled a magical highlighter from her pocket and lit it so she could see 
better. “Wow!” she said. “That’s amazing. How did you find actual dragon scales?” 

“Maiven,” said Rohan. “She had a whole wooden box full of them in her house. 
We found them when we were cleaning up, and that planted the first seeds that led 
to our little plan.” 

“Why would she have a box of dragon scales?” asked Thisbe, trying to imagine 


the answer. 


“She said she and her siblings collected them when they were young, sort of like 
you and I might collect bird feathers or leaves from different kinds of trees today. 
It was very common back then, since the dragons were plentiful around here.” 

“They’re plentiful again,” said Thisbe wryly. 

“Indeed they are. The circumstances are quite different now, though.” 

“Yes.” Thisbe paused for a moment to check the door once more. “So you glued 
the scales onto your arms and legs and just knocked on the castle door? Or what?” 

Rohan laughed. “I wasn’t quite that bold. I hid near the castle and waited for her 
to roar, then showed up as if responding to the call.” His smile faded. “She was 
calling for us—you and me. And she was delighted to see me, to say the least. She 
asked where I got the dragon-bone broth. I told her I'd stolen a bottle at the market 
after you and I split up, because I was so hungry. She’s continued to sell it there, 
you know.” 

“Is that why so many people are just blindly doing what she wants?” 

“Yes. She’s given it to all the king’s green-uniformed soldiers too. Just enough so 
they obey her.” 

“Oh no.” That was hundreds, perhaps even thousands of people. “I guess I knew 
she had to be planning to do something with all of those vials. She’s taken more 
herself. I can see the difference.” Thisbe shook her head. “You told her you and I 
split up? We should get our stories straight.” 

“I... yes.” Rohan looked pained. “I wasn’t expecting the question. I should have 
been. I told her you were rescued—I couldn't think of anything else plausible that 
would cause us to separate. I should have said you were killed or something. Tm 
sorry. I’m afraid I inadvertently sent her in search of you and put you all in danger.” 

“Well, don’t feel bad,” said Thisbe. “She saw all of my fellow Artiméans fighting 
her, so she would have assumed they'd taken me with them when they left. She’s 
known for a long time how to find us. You didn’t ruin anything.” 

Rohan blew out a relieved breath. “So you must have seen us coming and heard 
the roar—is that what made you and Drock decide to infiltrate?” 

“Mostly we left Artimé because we were afraid the Revinir would attack our 
people. I assumed the Revinir wouldn’t have stopped until she found me.” 

“You're right,” said Rohan. “She was prepared to attack anything in her way. 
And she would have sent us in to find you—that’s why we were along for the ride. I 
was determined to get to you first and convince you to come. She’s not going to kill 
us. She just wants our loyalty.” 

“We thought that too.” Thisbe almost smiled. How cool it was that she and 


Rohan had been thinking so similarly while they were apart. But her thoughts 
returned to the Revinir. “She’s greedy, and she won't stop until she has everything 
and everyone. Drock and I believed that if we gave ourselves up, she’d be satisfied 
and leave Artimeé alone. And thank goodness she did, because we weren't prepared 
to fight dragons.” 

“You did the right thing.” 

“The problem is that I hadn’t expected her to want Fifer, too, since she’d hardly 
seen her and never had her working for her before. But I should have known better. 
She and the pirate captain have had their eyes on us since we were toddlers.” 

“You were smart to tell her Fifer was here. That was quick thinking.” Rohan 
looked admiringly at Thisbe. 

Thisbe felt her face grow warm. “Thanks, but I’m worried for when she figures 
out I lied.” 

“The good thing is that as long as she believes you’re under her mind control, she 
won't be expecting you to lie. So you should be able to continue tricking her if you 
don’t make a mistake.” Rohan shifted. “And we'll just take things one day at a time. 
Keep sounding certain that Fifer is in this land somewhere. That’s how we're going 
to get through this. Besides, didn’t Fifer and your other friends hide out in the 
forest for a long time before this?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then it'll probably be a while before the Revinir starts to become suspicious.” 

“I hope so.” Thisbe suppressed a yawn. It had to be very late, but she didn’t want 
to sleep. “How are we going to explain the tunnel to Mangrel?” She waved her hand 
at the opening in the wall. 

“Same as last time. | think just piling up bones to cover the view of the hole is 
our best option. He won't be expecting it, since we are supposedly fully obedient 
while under the Revinir’s spell.” 

“Tm starting to grasp that—and I think it can work in our favor.” Thisbe nodded 
slowly. “Do you think Mangrel is ... maybe . . . I don’t know . . . sympathetic? A 
little bit?” 

Rohan looked sidelong at Thisbe. “It’s funny you noticed that too. When I 
arrived, I think he was truly troubled to see me back here.” 

“That’s exactly what I mean,” said Thisbe, sitting up. “Me too.” 

“But he certainly isn’t trying to help us escape,” Rohan said bitterly. “Not him or 
the soldiers. They have the power to help us, but they have no inclination to do it. I 
wonder how they are human at all.” 


Thisbe slumped again. “I’ve wondered that many times.” 

“If they don’t support what the Revinir is doing, they are too cowardly to stand 
up and speak out against it.” 

“Unfortunately, unlike them, we can’t afford to be cowardly,” said Thisbe. Her 
eyelids drooped, but one question remained unanswered. “How were you planning 
to get the other black-eyed slaves back on our team when you weren't able to make 
ancestor broth?” 

Rohan lolled his head sleepily to one side to look at her. “I was still trying to 
figure out how to cook a secret batch when the Revinir called us to assist with the 
mission to capture you and Drock. So your timing, Miss Thisbe, was impeccable.” 

They dozed side by side, cradled by the curve of the circular tunnel walls. Before 
Mangrel could discover them in the morning, Rohan snapped awake. He crawled 
carefully over Thisbe so as not to disturb her and built her bone pile to cover the 
view of the tunnel. Then he did his own before gently waking her and sending her 
down to the floor to await the crypt keepers arrival. The ancestor broth, 
simmering in the kitchen, would be finished and ready to bottle. 

But when Thisbe arrived in the kitchen, Dev was already there. And her 
cauldron of ancestor broth was empty. 





One Vial at a Time 


Dev!” hissed Thisbe. “What have you done?” She ran over to her cauldron and stared 
inside. It was clean and empty. 

“You made a mistake,” said Dev evenly. “The servant, Rohan, gave you the wrong 
bones. I had to dump it out.” 

“Oh,” said Thisbe, crestfallen but trying to regain her composure. Inside she was 
throwing a fit. Outwardly she fought to control her frustration. “I am sorry for my 
mistake.” 

Dev didn’t respond and turned to his station, starting his new batch for the day. 
Thisbe looked around helplessly. Where had he dumped it? Was it salvageable? 

“I bottled and shelved several before I saw that the bones were wrong,” Dev said. 
“You should remove them from the throne room. They're the ones on the far end.” 

Thisbe’s pulse quickened. She moved deliberately to the throne room and 
looked at the long stretch of table that held stockpiles of dragon-bone broth. At 
the far end were a handful of bottles that had a slightly richer, golden-colored 
broth within. Shaking, Thisbe shoved a few ancestor broth vials into her already 
full pockets, and then slipped a few more into the waistband of her pants, pulling 
her shirt over to hide them. She took a handful of dragon-bone broth vials and 
ceremoniously uncorked them and dumped them down the drain so that Dev 
would notice and be able to report that she’d done it, if asked. She hurriedly rinsed 
the bottles and put them with the empties, then turned back to her station. With 
no more ancestor bones in sight, and with Dev there to stop her from making the 


same “mistake” again, Thisbe wasn’t sure what else to do but begin a new batch of 
dragon-bone broth, which she reluctantly did. 

Sometime later, two soldiers on their rounds stopped in to check on them. “The 
Revinir has ordered you slaves to take another dose today,” one of them announced. 
The woman stood there waiting for Thisbe and Dev to act on the command. “Bring 
me enough for the others so I can distribute them.” 

“Yes, soldier.” Thisbe kept her expression dull, but inside she was freaking out. 
“TIl go get them.” She went into the throne room again, trying to come up with a 
plan on the fly. Was there a way to start slipping the ancestor broth to the others so 
that they didn’t keep getting more and more embroiled in the Revinir’s plan? 
Thisbe didn’t have enough bottles in her pockets and waistband for everyone, but 
she had enough for most of them, at least. 

She pulled all but one of them out, counted them, and grabbed a couple of the 
dragon-bone broth vials too. Returning to the kitchen, she handed one of the 
bottles from her pocket to Dev, hoping he wouldn’t scrutinize it or notice its 
darker color, and kept one for herself. The rest she gave to the soldier. She 
uncorked hers and drank it obediently, trying not to make a face at the horrible 
taste. A rush of warmth rolled through her, and the familiar images posted like 
wallpaper around her mind, not impairing her vision at all but still distracting her 
with the sounds that accompanied the scenes. Maiven Taveer! Maiven Taveer! echoed 
in her ears. She set the glass container on the counter. 

Dev uncorked his vial, barely looking at the contents of the bottle before 
chugging it down. He frowned after swallowing and wrinkled his nose. “Prindi and 
Reza must have made that batch,” he said, and set his bottle into the sink. “They 
got fired from kitchen duty.” 

It was the most information Dev had given since Thisbe had been back. Thisbe 
rinsed the bottles, still feeling a bit dazed by the broth. The image of the girl being 
taken away by pirates loomed large. 

Satisfied, the soldiers left. 

Thisbe glanced at Dev, who stood with his back to Thisbe, hands pressing on 
the counter as if to steady himself. He didn’t move for a long moment, and then he 
shook his head and made a noise. 

Thisbe glanced over her shoulder at the doorway to make sure the soldiers were 
gone, then went over to him. “Are you okay?” she whispered. 

“I think so,” Dev whispered back, but he appeared unsteady. 

“Let me help you sit down,” said Thisbe, eyeing him carefully. His face was 


flushed and covered in sweat. Thisbe took his arm and lowered him to a sitting 
position on the floor. 

Dev pressed his palms against his eyes and let his head fall back against the 
cupboards. He didn’t say anything, and Thisbe, though she wanted to pelt him with 
questions, knew to stay silent or risk being thought of as suspicious. Instead she 
took a moment to close her eyes and focus on turning off the volume in her ringing 
ears. To her great surprise and relief, she managed to quiet the screaming of 
Maiven’s name. 

After a moment, Thisbe returned to her station to light her fire and get her 
broth going. Dev got up and went back to work too, his once blank expression 
looking slightly puzzled now. Thisbe held her breath and watched him closely. Was 
he lucid? Had just one dose helped counter the effects? Should she say something to 
him? 

“Feeling better?” Thisbe asked tentatively. 

Dev startled. He turned toward her, still mildly puzzled, and studied her face. 
Then he looked away again without a word and carried on with his work. 

Thisbe did too, all the while wishing there was a way to tell Rohan she needed 
more ancestor bones today—she knew he wouldn’t risk bringing more when he’d 
just done it, and he probably expected there to be plenty of ancestor broth to last 
several doses for each slave. 

But even if Rohan did bring more, how was she going to make the broth with 
Dev’s watchful eye on her? 

As she worked her familiar tasks in the kitchen and puzzled over how to get to 
the next step in the plan, she let her focus stray to the images that had found a 
permanent place around the edges of her vision. In general she’d gotten so used to 
them that she hardly noticed them. But since taking the extra dose of ancestor 
broth just now, they were more prominently displayed in her mind. She focused on 
the girl and the pirate ship, which was the scene she saw far more often than any 
other. 

When Thisbe studied it this time, she noticed the girl’s face was much clearer 
than it had been in the past. With a start, she thought the girl looked a lot like Fifer 
and her. The memory of what Frieda Stubbs had said in Artimé came pounding 
back too, as well as the suspicion she’d felt but hadn’t had time to linger on. Frieda 
had said that Thisbe’ mother was a pirate who'd come to Quill as a girl around 
Frieda’s same age, before their group had gone through the purge. That would have 
made them twelve or so. The girl in the image could totally pass for twelve. 


What if Thisbe’s mother hadn’t actually been a pirate? But instead she’d been 
torn from this land before the worlds split and had somehow arrived in Quill by 
pirate ship? What if the girl in the image wasn’t Maiven Taveer, whose name was 
being screamed by someone Thisbe couldn’t see? What if the girl was . . . Thisbe’s 


mother? 





WillFul Ignorance 


Frieda Stubbs, head mage of Artimé, couldn’t access the mostly secret hallway. So 
in order to get the grand living quarters she felt she deserved, she evicted the 
people in the apartments on either side of hers, busted down the walls between 
them with a magical sledgehammer, and turned the space into a giant suite for 
herself. 

While her supporters and opponents clashed daily on the lawn outside the 
mansion, Frieda ignored them all and took to collecting as many weapons as she 
could find around the magical world, taking a great number of them from the 
theater auditorium, much to Samheed’s chagrin. She decorated her extra-large 
space with them, happily making up stories about how she’d used each piece in a 
previous battle . . . though she’d never actually participated in any battles. She 
counted the stories as real when she began retelling them to her faithful followers. 
Some of them believed her. Others didn’t, but they let her tell them anyway. 

Florence struggled to control the two factions fighting in Artimé, and Simber 
sank into a deep depression. The only thing keeping him sane was a lie he’d told 
Frieda—that he couldn’t access the family hallway where she lived because he 
wasn't part of anyone’s family. It was a weak excuse and totally untrue. Simber 
could go anywhere in Artimé as long as he could fit. But he almost never went 
down that hallway—not that anyone could remember, anyway—so his plan worked, 
at least for now. It kept him from having to spend so much time with the mage. 


Simber was still upset with Aaron. But he cared about him too, as well as Fifer 
and the rest of them who were camped out on the Island of Legends. And now that 
Thisbe had so bravely gone with the Revinir, Simber had to spend some of his 
emotions worrying about her, which left less anger to express toward Aaron. 

Karkinos had become something of a respite from the chaos growing on 
Artimeé’s shores, and a few others from the old rescue team occasionally snuck over 
for a day to get away from the noise and help with the brainstorming. But 
whenever Simber tried to sneak away to see how the banished ones were doing, 
Frieda always found out and called him back. He began visiting at night instead, 
when Frieda was asleep, but the problem then was that Aaron and Fifer were 
exhausted. They preferred to work on their plans in daylight to conserve their 
magical highlighter components. 

And work they did, for as many hours a day as they could think straight. 
Knowing the new, improved seek spell would be the first thing they’d need when 
Thisbe finally contacted them, Florence commissioned Fifer, Thatcher, and 
Clementi to help Samheed come up with it. Samheed, still skeptical of Aaron, was 
glad not to be stuck working with him. His goal was to turn the seek spell into a 
broader communication device using Samheed’s idea of a magical pencil and paper 
component. The problem for them was the size of it—the prototype of a notepad 
took up way too much space in the component vest, and so far they hadn’t been 
able to figure out how to reduce the size while still leaving enough room to write a 
note. 

“Plus we'd also want to be able to provide Thisbe with a way to respond if 
possible,” said Clementi. “Like by including a pencil.” 

“I don’t think there’s a way to do that,” said Fifer. She’d never heard of any spell 
that would be able to provide the recipient with a fresh component. “That would 
be an entirely new spell we'd have to create on top of this one. Like a delivery spell 
or something.” She frowned, deep in thought. They kept working. 

Aaron, Lani, and Ibrahim doggedly put their heads together to come up with a 
way to stop the dragon-woman who was covered in protective scales and able to 
use mind control to surround herself with more dragons. And, as before, they 
continued having a terrible time of it. “She’s just too powerful,” Ibrahim muttered 
now and then. 

“There’s got to be something,” Lani said firmly. “Weve never not been able to 
come up with something. We just need to think harder. Can’t we at least cut off the 


mind control somehow? Then we’d only have to destroy the Revinir and hopefully 
not worry about the other dragons.” 

“There are risks there, too,” said Aaron. “If the dragons aren’t being controlled, 
will they turn on anyone who gets in their way? We're dealing with something so 
much bigger than anything we've ever faced before.” 

Frustration built as solutions remained elusive. And their worries grew for 
Thisbe. How was she holding up? Was she able to avoid being caught or fed the 
dragon-bone broth? And was Drock doing okay in that environment? They hoped 
he was handling obeying everything the Revinir asked him to do. 

The shaky state of the unknown contributed to the stress of coming up with 
creative spells. Forcing creativity during a stressful time was hardly conducive to 
the process, and all of them at one point or another lashed out, especially Fifer, 
who was dealing with a myriad of feelings lately. But the Artiméans had solved big 
problems before, and they'd have to figure out how to do it again. 

By now they had several finished obliterate components from Florence’s team in 
Artimé. She'd procured a limited number of them and had put each one in its own 
tiny protective box that had to be magically opened with a whispered password, so 
that if anyone dropped one accidentally or if it fell into the wrong hands, it 
wouldn’t leave an accidental mass grave behind. But would they be enough? 

Sky, who stayed quiet most of the time as she observed and assisted, returned to 
Aaron one day. They'd talked once before, shortly after Thisbe left, about Eagala’s 
inner workings, and Sky had been thinking about it ever since. “I keep coming back 
to what Thisbe said,” she told Aaron. 

“About what the Revinir’s weaknesses might be?” asked Aaron. 

“Yes.” 

“I've been mulling that over too. Do you have an idea?” 

“Tm not sure. But I want to go to Warbler and see if I can find anything she 
might have left behind that would give us better insight into how to beat her. I feel 
like there might be something to the idea, you know? Since her magic and this 
ability is mental, perhaps we need to approach the solution in that way too.” 

“Yes, I agree. But how?” asked Aaron. 

“Tm hoping Warbler will tell me her secrets.” 

Aaron nodded slowly. “Do you want company?” 

“It might be wise to ask Fifer to come along with me if you can spare her.” 

Aaron tipped his head slightly. “Why Fifer?” 

Sky glanced at the girl, who was sitting with her head down not far away. “She 


could stand to get away from here for a little bit,” she said lightly. “She’s been 
through a lot of confusing things lately—going from leading the group after Alex’s 
death to basically sitting here not being heard. I think she could use a break.” 

Aaron studied Sky’s expression, then looked at his sister. After a moment, he 
nodded. “I see what you're saying. |... I’m afraid I hadn't noticed.” 

“You've been overwhelmed. But she’s intuitive and has a lot of good ideas. She 
was a really great leader after Alex died—I’m sure you remember Simber saying so. 
And I think she has a lot more to give than what we're asking of her right now, 
which is frustrating her. A challenge might be just the thing to snap her out of this 
funk, or whatever it is.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Aaron. His expression turned weary. “I’m afraid we've all 
brushed her away lately. Pm still trying to get used to thinking of my sisters as 
contemporaries rather than wards.” 

“It’s understandable,” said Sky. “Something to work on.” She got up and dusted 
the sand off her pants. “If it’s okay, I'll see if shell join me, and we'll be off 
straightaway.” 

“I think that’s a great plan.” 

“Excellent.” With a nod, Sky walked to Fifer. “Could I have a word with you?” 
she asked. 

Fifer’s eyes were dull from lack of sleep and general annoyance at everything 
that was happening. She narrowed her gaze suspiciously. “Are you mad at me or 
something?” 

Sky laughed. “No, of course not. I have a mission for you, if you're interested. I 
think you’re just the person for this very intriguing job. Will you join me on an 
adventure in the deepest, darkest caves of Warbler Island?” 

Fifer stared at Sky as if she’d just given her a new lease on life. “You bet I will,” 
she said. “Whatever we're looking for, Pm all in.” 





Catching Up 


Thisbe and Rohan found one another once mote in the tunnel between theit rooms: 
Both were tired from a long day and from not getting enough sleep the night 
before. And despite the setback with Dev throwing out the ancestor broth, they 
were motivated to keep moving. There was something about this plan to overthrow 
the Revinir that gave them hope against all odds. Maybe it was because they'd both 
separately gone into this with a plot to trick the Revinir into thinking they were 
under her spell. They were so in sync. It had to be a good sign that they were doing 
this right. 

Thisbe handed Rohan the remaining ancestor broth vial. “Will you drink this?” 
she asked. “I want you to be stronger in case the Revinir somehow makes you take 
the dragon-bone broth.” She paused, then turned to face him, looking puzzled. 
“Wait a minute. Did the soldiers give you a vial to drink today?” 

“No,” said Rohan, puzzled. “I didn’t run into anyone today—I spent most of it 
sorting dragon bones in a new crypt | hadn’t been to before. Nobody goes down 
that hallway, because there’s only one crypt way at the end that’s been closed up for 
years. Sounds like I lucked out.” 

Thisbe frowned at the vial, thinking hard, then handed it to Rohan. “Maybe 
just . . . Don’t drink it now. Save it. Then, when they force you to drink the other 
kind, you can switch them out without them noticing and drink this one instead 
while they’re watching you.” 

“Sure,” said Rohan, nodding. “That’s a great idea. The last time they gave me a 
vial was before you were here. I held the stuff in my mouth and pretended to 


swallow it, then walked around the corner and spit it out after they were gone. It 
was pretty disgusting—I was gagging, but I wasn’t about to drink that stuff. I had 
to turn away and start working so they wouldn’t suspect.” 

Thisbe remembered how the Revinir had scrutinized her every move while 
forcing her to drink it. “You're lucky the soldiers don’t care as much about this as 
the Revinir does.” 

“I am lucky,” Rohan said solemnly. He knew what Thisbe had gone through. 
“And now Tve got a better solution. Thank you.” He slipped the bottle into his 
pocket and frowned. “But what are you going to take when they force it on you?” 

“Tm just hoping we have a new batch of ancestor broth ready by the time they 
come around again.” 

“That would be ideal. How, though? I'm so angry that Dev threw out the last 
batch of it.” 

“He didn’t know any better,” Thisbe said. “It would almost be funny if it weren't 
so horrible—he’s following every rule the Revinir lays down. It’s annoying, 
actually.” She paused, then asked, “Where is the Revinir? I haven’t seen her since 
she sent us down here.” 

“She can’t fit through the hallways in the catacombs anymore, so she stays at the 
castle. It’s quite nice. Until she sends for you, that is—then it’s a long, life-sucking 
journey to find out what trivial thing she wants.” 

“I was wondering if she was too big now,” said Thisbe. “That works in our favor 
too.” 

“She doesn’t have to worry about us like she did in the past, because she thinks 
she’s controlling us. I’ve actually felt very free down here since my return. The 
soldiers don’t check up on us as frequently, and Mangrel has relaxed exponentially. 
It’s much better, compared to before. Though I'd rather be out of here, obviously.” 

“That’s the goal,” said Thisbe. “How quickly can you get me more ancestor 
bones? The sooner I can make that broth, the faster we can get the other black-eyed 
slaves on board with our plan.” 

Rohan glanced out of the tunnel at his door. “If you want to take a risk and blast 
me out of here, I can go right now and leave them for you in the kitchen, hidden in 
a sack.” 

Thisbe eyed him and saw how tired he was. “We need a good night's sleep for 
once, or neither of us will be at our best. Besides, how will you explain your broken 


lock?” 


“Good point. Perhaps we should save the explosions for the final stages so no 


one becomes suspicious about us.” 

“That seems wise.” Thisbe grinned. “Though, if they’re not onto us after I blasted 
this tunnel, I imagine they never will be.” She still thought Mangrel must have at 
least suspected something—the explosions had rocked the walls. Unless he’d been 
sound asleep in another wing of the catacombs, he would have felt it. “Where does 
Mangrel sleep?” 

“Closer to the river.” 

“Oh. Maybe that’s why he didn’t come when I blew the tunnel open.” 

“Maybe.” Rohan rested his eyes and let out a long sigh. “I hope Maiven is okay.” 

“Me too. What is she doing while you're here?” 

“She told me not to worry. That she had plenty of things to do.” 

“She’s so old and frail. How can we help but worry? She could die any minute.” 

Rohan lifted his head and shifted his weight on one elbow, facing Thisbe. “You 
don’t know who she is, do you?” 

Thisbe shrugged. “I know she’s important somehow. Who is she?” 

Rohan cast a guilty look down. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this, but 
I... waited. It’s kind of big news, I guess, and I wasn’t sure how to say it.” 

Thisbe stared. Her voice faltered. “Big news?” 

Rohan looked up. “Maiven was the queen of Grimere. That castle that the 
Revinir took over? It’s hers.” 

Thisbe’s heart thudded, and she sucked in a breath. The actual queen? 

“She was also the commander of the military. She’s not as frail as she seems. You 
should have seen the difference once we got some decent food and she could move 
around again and get exercise. As soon as she was able, she took her weapons out of 
storage and started working with them. Within a week she was a different person. | 
can only imagine how strong she’s gotten in the time I’ve been away.” 

Thisbe stared at him. She'd been in a prison cell with a queen. And not just any 
queen—the queen of the land of the dragons. Thisbe’s own land. And the woman 
had been the commander of the military! “Wow,” she breathed. “Queen, 
commander of the military . . .” She shook her head in awe and then said jokingly, 
“Is that it?” 

Rohan eyed her carefully as if considering his words. “Thisbe, she’s also your 
grandmother.” 





Astonishing Revelations 


Rohan,” Thisbe said, sitting forward. Her eyes were wild. “What? How? Are you 
sure?” 

“Tm sure,” said Rohan. “She told me herself. Maiven is your grandmother.” 

“How does she know that?” Thisbe sat back, bewildered and shocked. 

“She figured it out. After the dragons were forced out of the land by the 
usurpers, her daughter was taken away by pirates to your world. I gave her all the 
details about your vision of the girl being taken away and someone shouting for 
Maiven Taveer. She was struck by the description—she said that was a true scene 
from her life. The person shouting was her assistant. Maiven was with the army, too 
far away to reach the pirate ship in time. She watched helplessly as it went 
barreling into the roiling sea, heading for your part of the world with her daughter 
in chains.” 

“That’s incredible,” Thisbe whispered. “So that was my mother. I... I've 
wondered.” 

“Yes. Maiven immediately organized her ships to go after her. The fleet was 
setting out when the meteors struck our world and caused the earthquake. Some of 
the ships capsized and were lost. With her people in peril, Maiven called the rest of 
the ships back. A day later the ground split and the sea fell into the gorge between 
the worlds. The dragons that hadn’t already been driven off fled. In the chaos, the 


rogue group of bandits, one of which was Shanti’s father, took over the castle and 


ousted Maiven and the rest of her family. The queen was imprisoned in the 
dungeon and left there, forgotten.” 

Thisbe was silent for a long time. “But surely there were other girls who were 
kidnapped or driven away. How does Maiven know for certain that the daughter 
she lost was my mother?” 

“She said you wouldn’t have had that vision if you weren't a direct descendant of 
the girl being taken away.” 

“So since the assistant was screaming for Maiven because her daughter was being 
taken... and because I had the vision, that means I’m a descendant of the girl. . . .” 
Thisbe closed her eyes and focused on the scene, which now stayed forever on the 
edges of her mind. “That makes me the granddaughter of a queen.” 

“Yes.” 

“My grandmother,” Thisbe said, repeating herself, “is a queen.” 

“Yes,” said Rohan again. 

Thisbe leaned forward and pressed the palms of her hands against her eyes in 
disbelief. “My mother is dead.” 

Rohan nodded. “I remember. You told me. I—I shared that with Maiven. I hope 
that’s okay.” 

“She was a... what? A princess? My mother?” Thisbe dropped her hands into 
her lap and shook her head slowly. “She was a princess. And nobody ever knew.” 

“She knew.” 

“And she somehow landed on Quill and became a Necessary, doing the work the 
Wanteds didn’t want to do. Never saying a word about it. And dealing with people 
like Frieda Stubbs saying she was a pirate.” 

“You said once that she died saving your life—yours and Fifer’s.” 

Thisbe nodded slowly. “I’ve always wondered about something. Why didn’t she 
try to save Alex when he was sent to his death? But when the wall in Quill was 
about to fall, she saved us, apparently without hesitation.” 

Rohan frowned. “Perhaps her instinct was to keep the black-eyed ruling line 
alive at all costs.” He paused. “Then again, I guess it could have been what any 
mother would do in a situation like that.” 

“It’s strange she never told anyone who she was.” 

“She might have been afraid to. And in your land, it seems like they wouldn't 
have believed her if she’d told them. Or they'd send her to the death place for old 
people for telling stories.” 

“I don’t really consider Quill to be my land,” Thisbe said, correcting him. “That’s 


the north side of the island, where I was born. But Artime, where I grew up, is 
much different—that’s the magical side. It’s a good place.” 

Rohan nodded as if he were making a mental note of it, his penchant for 
learning evident. “Td love to see it someday—see where you grew up.” 

Thisbe smiled. “Maybe you will” Then she shook her head in wonder, 
remembering everything Rohan had just told her. “I still can’t believe it. I want to 
talk to Maiven.” 

“And she wants to talk to you. She wanted to before but didn’t wish to take you 
away from your people or conflict you in any way after all you'd gone through. 
Especially since she wasn’t sure of anything at that point. Not until I described your 
vision to her in detail after you were gone did she know without a doubt.” 

Thisbe kept shaking her head in disbelief, though the truth was becoming easier 
to see now that she had all the information. But the granddaughter of a queen? 
Thisbe looked up sharply. “So I am from the line of Taveer.” 

“I believe we have established that.” A smile played at the corner of Rohan’s lips, 
but he refrained from further pointing out the obvious. 

“And you? Are you also from the line of Taveer?” 

Rohan shook his head. “I’m from the other line of black-eyed rulers. The Suresh 
family. We spent more time in the land beyond the crater lake, where Ashguard 
ruled. Much of that land is destroyed now.” 

Thisbe sank back, still feeling dazed. “How did she take it?” 

“Who? What?” 

“Maiven. When you told her my mother is dead.” 

Rohan was quiet for a long moment. “She was sad.” 

A lump rose in Thisbe’s throat, and she blinked back tears. “What does this 
mean for me?” Thisbe asked quietly, more to herself than to Rohan. “Who am I?” 

Rohan lifted his head. “If we get our world back, I suppose that would make you 
a princess too, pria.” 

Thisbe’s face warmed at the familiar nickname he'd given her, though she had no 
idea what it meant. “Why do you call me that?” 

“Are you upset that I do? TIl stop if you wish.” 

“No, but I just want to know what it means.” 

But Rohan closed his eyes, a small smile on his face. “One day I might tell you,” 
he said. “And hopefully by that point it will be accurate.” 

“What will be accurate?” Thisbe demanded. It was the only time Rohan had ever 


annoyed her, and he wasn’t giving in. 


“It’s just an affectionate nickname.” Rohan slid to his side and got into a more 
comfortable position. “Do you hate it?” 

“No. I—I like it. What shall I call you?” 

“You may call me whatever you want, and I will answer to it.” Rohan smiled and 
yawned, then rested his head in the crook of his arm. “I'll collect ancestor bones as 
soon as Mangrel lets me out. Then I'll rush to get them to you in the kitchen. So if 
you can stall a bit before starting your batch tomorrow, I'll have them for you fairly 
early on. I found an ancestor crypt that’s much closer to the kitchen than the one I 
used to go to.” 

“That’s perfect, Rohan,” said Thisbe. “Thank you. We'll figure out a way to get 
this done without Dev messing things up. I've got ideas.” She checked her pockets 
for components and shifted a few specific ones to the top so she’d have them handy 
in the morning if she needed them. 

After that Rohan went to sleep, leaving Thisbe to ruminate over his latest 
revelations. Including the part about the affectionate nickname. 





A Lucky Guess 


Once Mangrel opened Rohan’s door the next morning, Rohan sped as quickly as he 
could without being seen to the nearest ancestor crypt for bones. Thisbe went to 
the kitchen as usual to bottle up the dragon-bone broth that had been simmering 
overnight. She waited for Rohan before starting the next batch, puttering about 
the kitchen and throne room, organizing the existing bottles, wasting time. 

Dev arrived and went about his work meticulously. Thisbe tried to get a good 
look at his face to see if his glazed expression had changed at all after drinking the 
ancestor broth, but he kept his back to her so she couldn’t tell. She kept fidgeting 
as she waited, wanting to get started, so that if the soldiers came again with orders 
to collect broth for the slaves, Thisbe would be able to provide them with the 
ancestor kind again. 

Finally Rohan arrived and beckoned to Thisbe. She went to the doorway where 
he stood. “The halls are clear of soldiers,” Rohan whispered, handing her a heavy 
burlap sack. “I'll keep watch while you handle Dev.” 

Thisbe glanced over her shoulder at Dev, who hadn’t turned to see Rohan enter. 
He was making it easy for her. Not even needing to use up her precious 
components, she pointed at him, whispering “Freeze.” Immediately Dev froze in 
place in front of his cauldron. Hopefully, no soldiers would come for at least fifteen 
minutes while the spell was active. But Thisbe could release the spell if she needed 
to once she was finished. 


She dumped the ancestor bones into her empty cauldron. Then she fetched 
buckets of water and poured them over the bones. Once they were covered, she 
threw in a hearty bunch of herbs to float on top and hide the bone shapes so Dev 
wouldn’t notice they weren’t from dragons. By the time Thisbe had the fire stoked, 
Dev’s spell had worn off. He continued his actions as before with no apparent 
realization that anything unusual had happened to him. 

Thisbe went to the doorway and nodded to Rohan to let him know all was good. 
But as Rohan turned to go, a beastly roar echoed throughout the caverns, making 
everything shake. Dust sprinkled down from the ceilings. Thisbe and Rohan froze 
and stared at each other. Thisbe could feel the haunting roar calling to her inside 
her head, echoing between her ears. It wasn’t coming from the castle—it was 
coming from Dragonsmarche, and the sound spurred Thisbe toward the elevator. 
Thankfully the pull was even more muted after her latest dose of ancestor broth, 
and she resisted it. 

Dev came out of the kitchen as if on a mission, with the same destination in 
mind, though he hesitated momentarily when he saw Rohan and Thisbe just 
standing there. A confused look flickered on his face, but then it was gone. Thisbe 
quickly checked her cauldron to make sure the ancestor broth was going strong, 
then fell in step with Rohan, a few paces behind Dev. They kept their glazed looks 
and didn’t speak or acknowledge each other. But somehow the walk was easier with 
Rohan beside her. 

Along the way, other black-eyed slaves emerged from where they were doing 
their various jobs. Prindi and Reza were there, and others whose names Thisbe still 
didn’t know. They piled into the elevator and waited as one of the Revinir’s soldiers 
counted them. When the last black-eyed slave arrived, the soldier used the controls 
to raise them into Dragonsmarche. 

Thisbe stared straight ahead. She wanted to look around as they surfaced to see 
if anything had changed in the months since she and Rohan had flown through 
here on a ghost dragon’s back. But she couldn't risk it. All she could see was the 
scaly underbelly of the Revinir. Thisbe took the opportunity to search the front 
side of the dragon-woman’s body for weak spots, not having had a good look from 
this angle on her ride here. The scales were a little sparser on the woman’s 
elongated neck, but there were no clear spots that looked as though a weapon could 
penetrate. 

The black-eyed children filed out of the elevator into the market square. Thisbe 
purposely stayed away from Rohan, even though she knew the Revinir had no 


reason to suspect them of communicating. She stood in the back row, and as she 
turned, she swept her eyes over the others, counting them. Dev, Rohan, Prindi, 
Reza, and four others. That made nine of them altogether, including Thisbe. One 
day soon, if everything went according to the plan, these nine would no longer be 
slaves. They'd be the new rulers of this land. 

Thisbe couldn’t concentrate on that right now, though. She was busy acting as if 
she were under the Revinir’s mind control. And that task became especially hard 
when the dragon-woman put her snout directly in front of her face. For the first 
time Thisbe could see that the Revinir had developed sharp dragon teeth, and her 
face had elongated to look more dragonlike. Her scorching, rancid breath was 
enough to make Thisbe flinch, but she fought it and held steady as the Revinir 
studied her stare and inspected her scales. 

“Hmmm,” said the ruler, sounding dissatisfied and suspicious. She moved on to 
the next slave and checked that person. And then the next. When she got to Rohan, 
Thisbe’s vacant gaze flickered. His scales weren't real like everyone else’s. Would 
she notice this time? 

“Why aren’t there more?” the Revinir mused. “There should be noticeably more 
scales after the last dose. I don’t understand.” She came to Reza and studied him 
carefully and seemed satisfied this time. Perhaps he’d been the one to get the actual 
dragon-bone broth. It made Thisbe more determined than ever to not only stop the 
horrible practice of making her fellow slaves become more controlled, but to 
reverse this terrible, intentionally administered disease. 

When the Revinir had inspected everyone, she stood back and towered over 
them, looking highly dissatisfied. Smoke floated up from her enlarged nostrils, and 
her suspicious gaze kept tracking to Thisbe and Dev. Thisbe tried hard to ignore 
her and held her blank stare. 

“Thisbe and Dev, where did you get the broth that you gave to the soldiers?” 
asked the Revinir. 

Dev remained silent—he hadn’t done it. 

Thisbe said evenly, “From the throne room table.” 

“Did you choose vials from the right or the left side of the table as you were 
facing it?” 

Thisbe’s heart skipped a beat. Why was the Revinir asking this? In the back of 
Thisbe’s mind, she could sense what she should answer. “Left,” Thisbe blurted out. 
It was a lie, and she wasn’t sure she knew why she had said it. 

The Revinir seemed satisfied with the answer. “The oldest bottles?” 


Again Thisbe got a strange premonition of what to say, though she had no idea 
if they were still the oldest after so much time away from the catacombs. “Yes, 
Revinir.” Those bottles on the left might have been the first that Thisbe had placed, 
back when she was making broth before her and Rohan’s escape. 

Then, inexplicably, Thisbe thought, We should throw them out. 

“Perhaps there’s a limited shelf life,” the Revinir mused. “The old ones have gone 
bad. That would explain it. Thisbe, did you do anything to that broth before you 
gave it to the soldiers?” 

“No, Revinir.” 

“Dev, did you?” 

“No, Revinir.” 

“Hmm.” Everyone remained silent as the Revinir seemed to come to a 
satisfactory conclusion as to why most of the slaves didn’t have visibly more scales 
than before. 

The phrase popped back into Thisbe’s head. We should throw them out. 

“Everyone, go back inside,” the Revinir said. “Kitchen staff, pour out all the old 
vials of broth and start fresh. When your first batch is done today, bottle it up and 
deliver it to the soldiers for dispersal.” 

Thisbe’s heart pounded. It was obviously a coincidence that the Revinir had said 
what Thisbe was thinking. But this new development of dispersing the broth later 
today could actually help things along a great deal. 

“Yes, Revinir,” said Dev. 

“Yes, Revinir,” echoed Thisbe. 

“All right. Back to work.” 

The slaves filed back into the elevator. As Thisbe waited for her turn to enter, 
she caught sight of Drock at the far end of the square with a few other dragons, 
including Arabis and Hux. All three stood perfectly still, even Drock, staring 
blankly at the Revinir as if waiting for her to tell them what to do next. Thisbe’s 
heart sank, but she kept moving. Drock was either a surprisingly good actor, or he 
had somehow succumbed to the Revinir’s recent call. All Thisbe knew was that 
Drock never stood perfectly still. So this was a bad sign. 

On the walk back to the kitchen, Thisbe’s expression was vacant, but her mind 
was anything but—she couldn’t stop going over the conversation that she’d just had 
with the Revinir. What had prompted her to lie about the broth? And more 
importantly, how had she known what to say? Thisbe had never had premonitions 
like that before. But they'd been perfectly accurate. She’d appeased the Revinir’s 


suspicion. And she’d even somehow gotten her to say what Thisbe had wanted her 
to say. 

It didn’t seem possible that Thisbe had orchestrated that, but it had been a 
pretty big coincidence. And as much as Thisbe wanted to assert her own version of 
mind control on the Revinir, she knew deep down that the dragon-woman had 
probably already been thinking all along that the broth had spoiled. And Thisbe 
had simply made some good guesses in confirming it. Maybe Thisbe had had an 
accurate feeling about what to do for once. And maybe things were just finally 
going her way. After all, she’d had a lot of unlucky things happen lately. She was 
bound to get one thing right eventually. Perhaps today was just her lucky day. 





An Investigation 


Fifer and Sky took a boat to Warbler, with Fifer’s birds accompanying them 
overhead, carrying the empty hammock. When they arrived, Copper met them in 
the marina, which was located in the small inlet on the east side of Warbler, a 
quarter turn from the beach. Dozens of beautiful handmade ships floated around 
them—the Warblerans had a knack for shipbuilding, and Sky had practically grown 
up working on boats. To their great shock, one of the ships was a charred skeleton 
of its former self. 

“What happened there?” Sky asked her mother. 

“The Revinir and her dragons sent a fire shower down on our island as they 
passed overhead,” Copper said. “That one caught and quickly became a full-on 
blaze before we could put it out.” 

“What a horrible thing to do!” said Fifer. 

“She wanted to spite us. She knows she'll never run this island again.” 

“It doesn’t surprise me that she’d just try to destroy it,” said Sky. “She’s been on a 
rampage lately.” Sky tapped her lips thoughtfully. She’d feared the Revinir coming 
to fight Artimé but knew Warbler was just as vulnerable. Maybe even more so 
because of the dragon-woman’s history. “I think you should prepare for more 
attacks, Mother.” 

Copper nodded her head solemnly. “We've already begun to do that.” 

Fifer swept her gaze over the ships. They could all be gone in a matter of 
minutes if the Revinir and her cursed dragons returned. “At least she won't be able 


to fit into your tunnels.” 

“Her own protective design is flawed in a way that hurts only her,” said Copper 
with a rueful smile. 

The three didn’t linger outside. As they walked toward the back entrance to the 
warren of underground passageways where the Warblerans lived and worked, Sky 
quickly explained to her mother why she and Fifer were there. 

When she was through, Copper nodded thoughtfully. “I think everything 
belonging to Queen Eagala has been preserved and stored in her old living quarters. 
Any journals, maps, and keepsakes will be there. You’re welcome to all of them.” 
She led them in through the opening and down the long passageway. 

They popped in to say hello to Copper’s assistant, Phoenix. He sat at a desk in 
the room outside Copper’s throne room—which no longer had a throne in it. 
Copper thought thrones were ridiculous, not to mention uncomfortable. In place 
of the throne was a simple desk and chair, with a small sofa for constituents who 
came in to speak with her. 

Sky and Phoenix, who had grown up together, chatted briefly like old friends. 
Fifer watched them. It was nice to see Sky laughing again. Then, leaving Phoenix to 
his work, Copper led them down another hallway, past rooms where Warblerans 
were making sails or creating hardware to repair their fleet. The three weaved 
farther into the heart of the island until they reached a gilded door. The handle and 
hinges were encrusted with sparkling jewels. 

“I would have never guessed this was Eagala’s old room,” Fifer said sarcastically. 
Copper unlocked the door and swung it open, letting Sky and Fifer inside. Then 
the woman left them to rummage around as they wished. “Good luck,” she called on 
her way out. 

Fifer and Sky looked around. There were shelves loaded with books and wooden 
boxes filled with notebooks and loose papers and maps and other drawings. There 
was also a crate containing gold rocks like the kind that Dev treasured. 

Fifer knew from reading Lani’s books and hearing Sky’s stories that the gold had 
once been used to create long, thin needles with sharp thorns. The thorns were 
weaved into necklaces that were then embedded into the necks of the people of 
Warbler to silence them. Fifer knelt beside the crate and ran her fingers through 
the gold rocks. In their world the gold was worthless. But in Dev’s, this stuff would 
make a person rich. “We could have used some of this in Dragonsmarche,” Fifer 
murmured. She picked up a few rocks and examined them. 

“Might not be a bad idea to take some with us,” said Sky, picking up a curious- 


looking book. She opened it and saw it was filled with diagrams and mathematical 
equations. She turned the book sideways, squinting to read handwritten notes in 
the margin. 

“Are you sure Copper won't mind?” asked Fifer, scooping up a handful. 

“She has no use for them.” Sky put the book down and picked up a second. 

Fifer pocketed the rocks, then closed the crate and opened the one next to it. 

“The Revinir is definitely greedy,” Sky said. “It seems strange, living in a world 
like ours, to be so transfixed on making money. But she and the pirates were 
trading with other worlds secretly for many years before we learned that other 
places even existed.” 

“So going to the land of the dragons and understanding the monetary system 
wasn’t such a shock to her.” 

“No.” Sky read aloud a few equations, then frowned and searched for a pencil. 
She started working some figures. 

Fifer watched her curiously. “What are you doing?” 

“Pm checking her work. She’s got a number of chemical formulas written down 
here that I’m familiar with. She’s actually quite smart. No wonder she figured out 
that the whole dragon-bone-marrow-and-broth thing would alter her body’s 
chemistry.” 

“So she already knew she could become a dragon when she lived here?” 

Sky wrinkled her nose. She turned a few pages and studied them. “I don’t know 
about that. Maybe. I wonder if she’d been trying to trap Pan’s young for a long 
time. I knew the dragons were worried about the pirates capturing and trading 
them. But maybe they were also worried about Queen Eagala getting her hands on 
them.” She read a few more pages. “I doubt we'll ever know. But it’s so interesting, 
isn’t it?” 

Fifer nodded. She rummaged through the second box and pulled out a notebook 
with a tattered cover and opened it. “What’s this?” said Fifer softly. She gazed at the 
first page. The date was written in a childlike scrawl. “This is from when she was a 
child. It’s like a journal or something.” 

Sky looked up and went over to Fifer so she could see. 

“It’s dated sixty years ago,” said Sky. “I can’t believe she still has this.” 

“She was nine,” Fifer said, blowing dust from the brittle pages and beginning to 
read. “The journal begins on the day that Marcus and Justine sailed away without 
her.” 

“Wow,” said Sky, reading silently alongside Fifer. “And look how she signed the 


entry. Is that her real name? Emma?” 

“That’s, like, so normal. Her name can’t be Emma.” 

“Why not?” asked Sky. 

“Because Emma is a nice name. Not like Eagala or the Revinir. Those sound 
sinister. Emma sounds like the name of your best friend’s mom.” 

Sky laughed. “None of my best friends’ moms were named Emma. I don’t know 
anyone with that name, actually.” 

“Me either,” admitted Fifer. “I just ... Maybe I read it in a book.” 

“Anyway,” said Sky, “it makes sense that when she decided all of Warbler needed 
nature and animal names she picked Eagala—it starts with the same letter.” She 
went back to the books she’d been looking at. 

“I guess.” Fifer turned the page. “My, she was angry about Justine and Marcus 
leaving. She’s got a full-on rant here.” Fifer read on, then lowered the journal. “I feel 
weird reading this. Is it wrong?” 

Sky glanced over her shoulder. “I can see why you'd feel that way. With anybody 
else, I'd pause and think that through too. But the Revinir has abducted Thisbe and 
our dragon friends. She set one of Warbler’s ships on fire and destroyed it. She’s 
taken a world of dragons and black-eyed children as her slaves by putting a mind 
control spell on them. And she intends to keep manipulating and stepping on 
others as she stomps and claws her way to the top of everything with no regard for 
anyone else.” Sky took a breath. “I say, as a citizen of Warbler and Artime, that she 
has waived all right to privacy. We need to fight her however we can, and this 
might just give us a clue as to how.” 

Fifer thought that through, then nodded. She sat down and read further. Every 
now and then she reported something out loud to Sky. “Emma feels abandoned.” 
And: “Emma is extremely angry at her parents for not letting her go after her 
brother and sister.” And: “Emma is determined to get re— Fifer stopped short and 
stared at the page. 

Sky looked up. “To get what?” 

“To get revenge against the island of Quill,” Fifer said slowly. She turned her 
head. “And that’s exactly what she’s been trying to do for sixty years.” 

“Even long after her siblings died,” said Sky. “She’s still paying them back.” 

“And hurting us.” 

Sky nodded. “Does she say anything else about her parents? I don’t think we 
know anything about them. I certainly don’t remember them, and I don’t think my 
mother does either.” 


“She talks about her father being away at sea. And her mother, who was the 
ruler of Warbler, often spoke about missing her homeland and her family.” 

“Interesting,” said Sky. “So her mother was from somewhere else. I wonder if she 
came through the Dragon’s Triangle like Kaylee. How many journals are there?” 

“This whole crate is filled with them,” said Fifer. 

“We should take them home with us so we can read everything.” 

Fifer nodded. “We're not going home yet, though, are we?” 

Sky looked up. “Why not? Don’t you want to?” 

Fifer shrugged. “I don’t know. It feels kind of nice being here, just us. I like 
talking with you.” 

Sky smiled. “I like talking with you, too. And even though we're in a hurry to 
figure this out, you know you can come to me whenever you need me, right?” 

Fifer nodded. 

Sky tilted her head. “Do you need me right now?” 

Fifer’s eyes filled. She nodded again. “Things are just weird.” 

Sky set down the book and went over to the girl. Fifer reached her arms around 
Sky, and without knowing precisely why, started crying into Sky’s shoulder. There 
were so many things. Alex’s death after they'd finally become friends. The 
demotion from leadership just when she was starting to feel so attached to Artimé 
and its future. Thisbe growing distant, having newfound purpose in the land of the 
dragons, and having new friends like Rohan who seemed closer to her than Fifer 
was these days. Simber ignoring her and her quarrels with Seth. And none of the 
others seemed to be affected by these things that meant so much to Fifer. It made 
Fifer feel like she didn’t belong anywhere. Like she and her goals and desires 
weren't important at all. “I’m sorry,” Fifer sobbed, even though she wasn’t sure why 
she said it. 

Sky patted her on the back and whispered, “There, there,” to her and let her cry. 
She didn’t ask what was wrong. She remembered being thirteen, and she knew that 
Fifer would tell her whatever it was when she was ready. 

After a while they separated. Fifer thanked Sky and apologized for getting her 
shirt wet with tears. 

“I think my shirt is glad to be of help,” Sky said with a crooked grin. “It has seen 
a lot of tears lately.” 

Fifer sniffed and wiped her face, feeling better just to let it out, even if she 
didn’t have any solutions to her problems. At least Sky was there, and it gave Fifer 
comfort to know she could go to her whenever she needed to. They went back to 


sorting through the books and crates and packing up the things they needed to 
study further. 

By the time they were ready to head back to Karkinos, they were already getting 
a better idea of who Emma-Eagala-the-Revinir was. And what had led her to 
become such a bitter, power-hungry person. They loaded everything up in the 
hammock, and Fifer sent the birds to Karkinos. Then they took the boat and 
followed, eager to continue their studying. 

But once they neared Karkinos, they abruptly realized that something was amiss. 
Because Karkinos was deserted, and they could just make out that Artime’s lawn 
was covered with people and statues and creatures. And they all seemed to be 


fighting each other. The magical world had gone mad. 





Great Strides 


By the end of the day, Thisbe had coerced Dev into dumping out and rinsing the 
old bottles of dragon-bone broth while she tended to her secret ancestor broth. 
When it was ready, she scooped out the steaming ancestor bones and threw them 
away so they wouldn’t be discovered. She started filling the clean vials with her new 
batch of bone broth. Once she had several dozen bottles poured, she stopped Dev 
and gave him his dose to drink, then set one aside for herself. She picked up seven 
more, then hesitated as a thought struck her. She grabbed an additional seven and 
brought all fourteen to the outer chamber to give to the soldiers to disperse. 

“Why so many bottles?” asked a soldier. 

“The Revinir wants two doses for each slave,” Thisbe said smoothly. “To make 
up for the spoiled dose last time.” 

“Oh.” The soldier seemed to accept the explanation, and since she hadn’t gone 
out to Dragonsmarche when the slaves had, she wouldn’t have known what was 
said. Because the slaves all told the truth now while under the Revinir’s control, she 
didn’t need to question the girl. 

The soldier headed out. Thisbe heard her explain the reason for two doses to her 
partner. Satisfied, Thisbe went back inside the kitchen to finish filling bottles and 
putting them in the throne room, starting again from the left as before. Then she 
built a new batch of dragon-bone broth, deliberately making sure Dev saw her 
hoist the large bones into her cauldron in case he ever got questioned about what 
Thisbe was doing. Once she had it going, she helped Dev finish bottling his dragon- 
bone broth, and she brought it into the throne room. She examined the bottles 


carefully, memorizing the ones that she'd made: more golden in color and even a 
little thicker in viscosity. There was definitely a difference, and Thisbe was 
determined not to confuse them. 

As Dev started his next batch, Thisbe pocketed a few extra vials of ancestor 
broth to bring back to her crypt in case she and Rohan needed them as an antidote. 
She hesitated. She wanted Dev to ingest two vials like everyone else, but she didn’t 
want to tell him to take two—he’d been with her this whole time, so he knew that 
the Revinir hadn’t actually given that order. She didn’t think he’d accept the 
directive from Thisbe—not the way he’d accept it from someone in authority like 
the Revinir or a soldier. So she kept quiet and made sure he'd finished his single 
vial. 

She rinsed it out and saw that Dev was acting strange again, like he had been the 
previous time. He was leaning over the counter, his face tinged with gray. 

“Are you all right?” Thisbe asked him. She checked for soldiers, then went over 
to him. He stood up, a bit shaky, and turned to face her. 

This time he seemed to focus on her for a moment. His brow furrowed. 
“Thisbe?” he said softly. 

Thisbe froze. “Dev!” she said in harsh whisper. She grabbed his arm. “Do you 
know me?” 

But then his eyes glazed over again, and all recognition was gone. Thisbe 
dropped her hand, and he turned away to his station, methodically stoking the fire. 


That evening, when Thisbe and Rohan met in the tunnel between the crypts, they 
felt a renewed sense of urgency. 

“Dev had a moment of recognition after taking one dose today,” Thisbe 
reported. “I wonder what’s happening to the others. Were going to have to get to 
them somehow before the Revinir notices.” 

“She already noticed the first time,” said Rohan grimly. “She’s definitely going to 
notice this time too. Especially since she ordered us to take two. I actually had to 
swallow one of them while the soldiers watched, because I didn’t have anywhere 
else to go with this first dose before I had to down the second bottle. Please tell me 
it was the ancestor broth. It looked golden like the other one you gave me, and I 
didn’t get any scales.” 


“It was! And this new batch has lots of dried herbs floating in it, so that should 
help you tell the difference too. Future bottles should look the same.” She paused, 
then said sheepishly, “It was me who told the soldiers to give the double dose. The 
idea just came to me as a way to speed up the process. I figured the soldiers would 
believe anything I say, and it worked.” 

“Be careful, pria,” Rohan warned. “If that gets back to the Revinir, she’s going to 
know something’s wrong.” 

“I didn’t think it through,” said Thisbe. “You're right—that was a mistake.” They 
were both silent for a moment, wondering if there would be any ramifications. 
Then Thisbe brightened. “But I feel good about how our meeting went with her in 
Dragonsmarche this morning. | felt like I was on my game.” 

Rohan tilted his head. “On your game? I’m not familiar with that phrase.” 

“Oh—sorry. It’s a thing Kaylee says sometimes. Anyway, it means I was really 
confident about how I answered the Revinir, and she totally believed me—it was 
like I had a gut feeling about how to answer her questions. And I got them right.” 

“I assumed you were just answering truthfully,” said Rohan. “You tricked me as 
well.” 

“And then she said to dump the old broth out, which was what I was thinking 
and concentrating on. I wonder if I sort of .. .” Thisbe stopped and laughed quietly. 
“Never mind.” 

“What?” 

“I just wonder if I sort of, somehow . . . | don’t know.” 

“Sort of somehow what?” said Rohan, truly curious. 

“Planted that idea in her head.” 

“Um ...,” said Rohan, frowning slightly. 

“I know, I know. It sounds ridiculous when I say it out loud.” 

“Yes. It was probably just a coincidence. It must've felt nice to have a day that 
went right for once, though. You deserve it.” 

“It did. It felt great.” Thisbe pressed her shoulders against the tunnel wall, then 
stretched, feeling the ache after a hard day of slinging bones and cauldrons around. 
“But now things are going to get complicated. The others are at various levels of 
broth saturation. We don’t know how close they are to snapping out of the mind 
control. Do you see the slaves in the hallways regularly? Can you keep an eye out 
for them?” 

“Yes. I know more or less where they are all stationed. I’ve already been altering 
my travel routes to make sure I see each of them every day. And you're with Dev, so 


you can monitor him.” 

“Right.” 

“And then?” Rohan asked. “What happens once the others are back in their right 
minds?” 

Thisbe tapped her lips thoughtfully. “We're going to have to move fast.” 

“How exactly?” 

“Tm not sure yet. All I know is that we have to convince the other slaves to help 
us get out of here once their connections to the Revinir are broken. And we'll have 
to do it before the Revinir figures out what’s going on. Before she has a chance to 
get a good look at any of us.” 

“I expect that'll have to happen very soon, Thisbe.” 

Thisbe glanced up and saw him gazing earnestly at her. 

He touched her fingers. “It’s not just two of us this time. We've got others whose 
lives we're endangering by doing this.” 

Thisbe pressed her lips together. “I know. I don’t think she'll try to hurt us.” 

“I think she will,” said Rohan. 

“You do?” 

“While were under her control she won’t—we’re very useful to her. But if she 
realizes you duped her, well . .. Pm afraid of what she'll do to you.” 

“You duped her too.” 

“Yes, but you're the one making the antidote to her dragon-bone broth right 
under her nose. She’s going to feel very angry about that, and | doubt she'll spare 
your life after something like that. Or mine, if she figures out what I've done.” 

Thisbe grew silent. After a minute she nodded. “Again you're right.” 

“Tve had a lot of time to think about this,” Rohan said, almost apologetically. 
“My day was a lot calmer and quieter than yours.” 

Thoughts swirled around in Thisbe’s mind. Things were happening faster than 
she'd expected. How were they going to get everyone out of here safely? 

It wasn’t like Thisbe hadn’t thought about it—she’d spent plenty of time musing 
back in Artimé before the Revinir came. She’d talked with Florence about it too. 
And in addition to all the strongest spell components, Florence had given her some 
of the most basic magical components that many Artiméans had trained with long 
ago, but that they no longer carried because they weren’t terribly useful in combat 
situations. Florence had thought Thisbe might be in a unique situation, though, 
and being stuck down here in the catacombs again made Thisbe feel certain 


Florence had been right. Absently Thisbe checked her pockets, identifying the 


items by touch. They would come in handy when escape time came. “We need a 
meeting spot,” Thisbe said. “And a way to communicate. Do you still have my .. . 
my gift? The one...” She felt her face grow hot. 

“Of course I do,” said Rohan. “Shall I practice my seek spell to make sure I can 
do it?” 

“Yes. IIl send one to you first, so you can watch my technique.” She reached into 
her back pocket where she kept the tiny birch-bark diorama that Rohan had 
constructed for her and unfolded it. “First, think about the person who gave it to 
you.” Holding it in her hands, she closed her eyes and concentrated on Rohan, 
picturing the moment he'd given it to her. It made her feel wistful even though he 
was right next to her. “Seek,” she whispered. 

A ball of light shot out and stopped abruptly inches away in front of Rohan. It 
exploded into a picture of the diorama. 

“Okay, I think I can do that,” said Rohan confidently. He reached for the poem 
that Thisbe had written for him. “Tve been wanting to try this out for so long.” 

“Well, why didn’t you?” said Thisbe. 

“I—” Now it was Rohan’s turn to feel heat rushing to his face. He stumbled over 
his words. “I didn’t want to intrude into your life.” 

Thisbe caught his gaze. A pang of longing went through her chest, and she 
erasped his sleeve. “Please don’t ever feel that way,” she said quietly. 

“I also didn’t want you to think I needed you.” Rohan frowned after he said it. 
The words hadn’t come out sounding right at all. 

“Oh.” 

“I mean, I do, though,” said Rohan. 

“Do what?” 

“Need you.” 

Thisbe looked up. Words caught in her throat, so she said nothing at all. 

Rohan swallowed hard, making his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. He turned 
back to the gift in his hands. After opening the paper, Rohan read the poem that 
Thisbe had written for him. He mouthed the words but didn’t say them out loud, 
as if saying them would break the spell of their beauty or release them to the world 
for others to steal. He wanted these words for himself and no one else. 

He closed his eyes, thinking only about the girl who'd given him the gift. And 
then he whispered, “Seek.” 

A bright ball of light shot from his hands and stopped in front of Thisbe. It 
exploded in front of her, a picture of the poem. 


Thisbe grinned and grasped Rohan’s forearm in delight. “You did it!” 

“I did!” Rohan turned to face her, and then, before he could change his mind, he 
leaned forward. “May I... ?” he asked. 

Thisbe’s breath caught. Then she moistened her lips and nodded. She leaned in, 


and their lips met in a soft, clumsy peck. 





AFter the Kiss 


Thisbe and Rohan both felt a little strange—in a nice way—after sharing their first 
kiss together. But the strangeness faded quickly when they continued talking about 
their plans. Knowing the Revinir couldn’t get to them in the catacombs anymore 
because of her size, they felt relatively safe establishing Thisbe’s crypt as a meeting 
place. They paused momentarily when they remembered the last time an 
altercation had happened in that crypt. But not one to be superstitious, Thisbe 
waved off the possibility of something terrible like that happening again just 
because they were in the same spot. Besides, they both agreed that having the 
tunnel as a second exit was crucial in case soldiers came charging after them at the 
Revinir’s command. 

Rohan fell asleep holding Thisbe’s hand but woke sprawled sideways with 
Thisbe’s shoe in his face. Both had to scramble to their normal sleeping areas when 
Mangrel’s keys rattled outside Rohan’s door. 

They went their separate ways as usual. While Rohan walked to collect bones 
for the broth, he tried to hide the little smile on his face so he wouldn’t be seen as 
suspicious. But he had the memory of the kiss to dwell on, which helped him 
through the day. 

As he worked, he made a point to locate all six of the other slaves. Of them, 
Reza seemed the most glassy-eyed, and he ignored Rohan completely. But the 
others seemed to be teetering on the edge of lucidity. Prindi wore a puzzled 


expression, and her eyes tracked Rohan’s movements—definitely an improvement. 
“Prindi,” he said. 

Her expression flickered. 

Rohan said her name again, and this time she nearly focused her gaze on him. 
But then she blinked and turned away, and the connection was lost. Another dose 
might put them at an equal level of the broths, like how Thisbe had been for much 
of the time. He wondered if there was a way to get the slaves to drink more of the 
ancestor broth. Not just to equate the levels so they'd be functional except when 
struck by a paralyzing roar, but to give them an extra edge to be able to withstand 
the dragon-woman’s roar completely, like Thisbe had after her second dose. It 
would take perhaps two more vials for most of them. But Reza, who'd no doubt 
taken in one more dragon-bone broth while the others were taking the ancestor 
broth, was two vials behind the others. So he would need four. 

As Rohan left Prindi’s station and started toward the kitchen to deliver dragon 
bones, two soldiers approached Prindi. 

“You're to go to the castle tomorrow,” one of the soldiers said. “The Revinir has 
a job for you there. Start walking at dawn. Mangrel will let you out of your crypt 
early.” 

“Yes, soldier,” said Prindi. 

Rohan slowed his pace in case there was anything more to hear, but the soldiers 
were finished. As he continued steadily, his heart began to race. If the Revinir saw 
Prindi tomorrow, would she notice the girl was more aware of her surroundings 
than before? Would she notice that she still didn’t have more scales, even after the 
most recent dose? Would she ask Prindi any questions that could incriminate 
Thisbe? Or might Prindi tell her that Rohan had tried to speak to her? 

He had to let Thisbe know so they could figure out what to do. Could they risk 
Prindi going to the castle and spending time with the Revinir at this point? Or 
should they try to do something . . . tonight? Before she left? 

Rohan wanted to pick up his pace, but he could hear the soldiers coming behind 
him, and he needed to plod along at the usual mind-controlled speed. Moments 
later, the same woman who'd spoken to Prindi called out. “Rohan, stop.” 

Obediently Rohan stopped. He set his expression and waited until the soldiers 
came up to him. “Yes, soldiers,” said Rohan in a monotone voice. He stared straight 
ahead. 

“Are you going to the kitchen with those bones?” 

“Yes.” 


“And then returning this way to get more?” 

“Yes.” 

“Great.” The woman glanced sidelong at her companion. “Get another dose of 
broth for everyone and pass them out along your way.” 

The second soldier snickered. “You're so lazy.” 

“Pm resourceful,” corrected the woman. “It’s lunchtime.” She turned back to 
Rohan. “Do you understand me?” 

“Yes, soldier,” said Rohan. 

“Make sure everyone drinks their vial.” 

“Yes, soldier.” 

Rohan waited a beat to hear if there was anything else, then continued 
plodding. 

The other soldier, sounding slightly nervous, called after him, “Let us know if 
anything goes wrong.” 

Rohan smirked but answered without looking back. “Yes, soldier.” 

When Rohan reached the kitchen, he deposited his sack of bones and beckoned 
to Thisbe. Thisbe glanced at Dev, then sidestepped through the doorway and 
around the corner. 

“How is he today?” Rohan asked, meaning Dev. 

“He had another moment when he recognized me. I was just getting up the 
nerve to tell him to drink another dose, but I worry that he'll tell the Revinir I said 
it.” 

“Well, you can stop worrying. She’s ordered another round, and I’ve been 
commissioned by the guards to do their job for them.” 

Thisbe stared. “That's great!” 

“There’s only one problem.” 

“What is it?” 

“Prindi has been called to the castle tomorrow to work there. That means she'll 
start walking at dawn.” 

“And ... how is she?” 

“She seemed to recognize me for a brief moment, and her eyes are less glassy. | 
think the Revinir will notice, especially with how much she scrutinizes us every 
time.” 

“Oh no! She'll only become more lucid with this dose,” said Thisbe, a worried 
look on her face. “We could give her the dragon-bone broth this time—that would 


put her back to the same level as Reza. Ugh, but I hate to do that. Can we risk 
giving everyone two like we did before? And try making a break for it tonight?” 

“You read my mind,” said Rohan. “Can we? Do we have anything to lose?” 

“Only everything,” said Thisbe, trying to smile. She reached up and touched 
Rohan’s cheek. 

Dev appeared in the doorway behind them. He stared. “What are you doing?” 

Thisbe and Rohan whirled to face him. Dev’s eyes were clearer than they'd been 
in ages. “Dev!” whispered Thisbe. 

“Why are we down here again?” Dev demanded. 

Rohan and Thisbe glanced at each other, and Rohan nodded. “Dev,” Thisbe said 
again, and reached for his hand. “We have to take another dose of broth.” 

Dev pulled away, and in an instant his eyes were glazed again. 

Thisbe went into the throne room and picked up a vial of the ancestor broth, 
then brought it out to Dev. “Drink this. The Revinir ordered it.” 

Dev seemed confused, but he took the vial. Obediently he uncorked it and took 
a swig, swallowing it all down. 

“And... ,” said Thisbe, watching him carefully. “One more.” She handed him 
another, making sure it was the ancestor broth. 

Dev’s face looked pained, but he took it and sipped this one. When he finished, 
he held his stomach. Thisbe and Rohan helped him to sit on the floor. 

“Keep an eye on him,” said Thisbe. She went back into the throne room and 
gathered up a dozen more vials of ancestor broth for Rohan to distribute, plus two 
for him to pocket. But how was he going to handle everyone by himself? Surely 
some of them would be defiant once they came to realize what was happening. 

She set the broth on the counter and knelt next to Dev, peering at him. 

Dev belched. Thisbe backed off, worried he was going to vomit. 

But Dev merely swayed in place, eyes closed. Rohan and Thisbe stayed nearby, 
watching him anxiously. 

Finally the boy opened his eyes and took in his surroundings. He blinked a few 
times. He looked Thisbe in the eye and held her gaze, then wound up like he was 
going to punch her in the nose. “What are you two looking at?” 

Thisbe backed off before he could throw the punch, though she thought ruefully 
that he probably owed her one. “Sorry for staring,” she said. “We can explain.” 

“How did you manage to get me down here?” Dev said with a sneer. “I told Fifer 
you were still here. She wouldn’t believe me.” 


“Shh,” hissed Thisbe, glancing over her shoulder and realizing that now she had 


the soldiers to worry about, especially if Dev was talking like his old self. “Be quiet 
and TII tell you.” 

“What is going on?” Dev said louder. He struggled to his feet, still a bit weak in 
the knees. 

Rohan went to help him stand. “There you are,” he said lightly. “You’ve been 
through a lot, but you're on the other side of it now. We just need you to stay a bit 
quiet so the soldiers don’t come.” 

The explanation seemed to get through to Dev. 

“You were being controlled by the Revinir through the dragon-bone broth she 
fed you,” Thisbe said quickly, still throwing glances at the door in case random 
soldiers strolled by. “The antidote is this other . . . concoction that I made. You've 
been under a spell for months.” 

Dev seemed exhausted and dubious, but he let Thisbe continue. She told him 
everything she could to convince him they were telling the truth. 

Finally, when Dev seemed to be coming around to believing them, Rohan 
picked up the vials of ancestor broth. “I have to get moving if I’m going to find 
everyone before the end of the day.” 

Thisbe turned, looking torn. She needed to stay with Dev to coach him on how 
to fake out the soldiers. But she wanted to help Rohan with the others. “Can you 
get them to come here?” she pleaded. “This isn’t going to be easy. Especially if 
everyone is as belligerent as Dev.” 

Dev snorted. 

“What about the soldiers?” whispered Rohan. “If they come through here, they'll 
know something’s up.” 

“I can handle the soldiers,” said Thisbe grimly. “And besides, it doesn’t matter 
now. Theyre going to know something’s up tonight, one way or another. We're 
breaking out of this jail. For good this time.” 





A New Team 


Okay, Thisbe,” said Rohan cautiously. “But assuming we convince the others about 
what's really happening, and you somehow stop the soldiers, and we really do 
manage to break out of here . . . then what?” 

Dev lifted his head. “I know where Fifer and Simber are in the forest.” 

Thisbe rolled her eyes. “They've been gone for months. Dev, I’m telling you I 
went all the way home, and I was there for weeks and weeks before I came back here 
to try to save you.” 

“This is all really confusing,” Dev said, sounding defensive. “Are you sure you're 
not just playing a trick on me?” 

“I give you my word. But we'll need you to help with the others. Do you trust 
me? | promise everything I’ve told you is true.” 

“But... ,” Dev said, his face pained, “why would you even care to save me?” 

Thisbe felt like punching him. “Shut up, Dev. I’m not going to go into 
everything right now. We have stuff to do. Are you going to help me or not?” 

“I guess I don’t have a choice. I want to get out of here too.” 

“Great.” Thisbe blew out a breath. “Once were out, we'll worry about where 
we'll go from there. With any luck, Drock will be around to help us. Though . . .” 
Thisbe trailed off, not at all sure if Drock was still on her side. “Anyway, we can all 
be thinking of what to do next and discuss it on the way out.” 

“That sounds sketchy, but I’m in with the plan.” Rohan shoved the two extra 
vials into his pocket, then stepped toward the door with the armload for the other 


six black-eyed slaves. “I’m taking these with me in case I can’t get them to come 
here. How about extra for Reza?” 

Thisbe ran to get more and handed them over. “But you'll try to return here 
with everyone?” 

“Of course.” Rohan stopped and flashed Thisbe a reassuring smile. “We've been 
through worse things. We'll get through this.” 

Thisbe grinned back. “That’s the spirit. Best luck. See you soon.” 

“That’s the plan.” Rohan disappeared from the kitchen wing. 

“Are you two, like—” Dev began. 

“Like why don’t you shut it and pay attention,” Thisbe snapped. “I need to teach 
you how to be a good actor in about three seconds.” 

“Okay, okay,” said Dev, but he seemed a little annoyed. 

“Rest your face.” 

Dev let his expression go slack. 

“Good. Now cross your eyes, then relax them and stare off into space so it’s 
blurry. Like this.” Thisbe showed Dev how to appear like he was under the Revinir’s 
spell. 

“That is not how I looked,” said Dev. 

“You want to bet on that?” Thisbe challenged. “You looked exactly like that. You 
were being controlled.” 

“I don’t remember any of it. Did I do anything. . . horrible?” 

“You... you spit fire at Seth and burned him.” 

“What?” Dev exclaimed. “Is he okay?” 

“Shh!” said Thisbe. “He’s fine. Pay attention and do what I told you. You look 
totally shocked right now.” 

“Stop telling me shocking things, then.” Dev struggled to compose himself. He 
worked his facial muscles again until he relaxed, then crossed his eyes and focused 
on a random spot on the wall, letting the edges blur. 

“That’s pretty good,” Thisbe said. “Keep practicing. Try to do it while you stir 
your broth.” 

“Ugh,” said Dev, looking at the cauldron. “Have we been drinking this? Look at 
my arms—they’re covered in scales!” 

“Focus,” Thisbe said in a low voice. “I hear footsteps. If they ask you to do 
anything, just go along with it.” 

“Help us all,” Dev muttered. He froze, then, with his back to the doorway, went 
through the method Thisbe had given him. A minute later a soldier came in. 


“Did Rohan collect broth from you to pass out to the others?” she asked. 

“Yes, soldier,” said Thisbe. Dev echoed her. 

“Good.” She peeked into their pots and wrinkled her nose. “Dev,” she said, “the 
Revinir just sent word that she needs you tonight. She’s trying to find the king’s 
personal treasures in the castle, and you're the only one who knows where 
everything is. Finish up here and go up the elevator—she’s sending a dragon to take 
you. She’s in a hurry to find them.” 

Thisbe nearly choked. This wasn’t part of her plan. 

Dev nearly choked too. After he hesitated a second too long, the soldier peered 
at him. 

“Did you hear me?” she said. 

“Yes, soldier,” said Dev, his voice squeaking. 

The woman narrowed her eyes and studied him. As he stirred, he tried to keep 
his gaze set on the wall. After a moment she shrugged, then turned and left the 
room. 

When her footsteps faded, Dev slumped over the counter. His face was gray. 
“Now what?” 

Thisbe was thinking frantically. If Dev didn’t go soon, the dragon would report 
it, and the Revinir would find out much sooner than if Prindi didn’t show up 
tomorrow. 


“Thisbe!” whispered Dev. 
“Quiet. Pm thinking!” 

“She'll figure it out if I go! I can’t do this fake thing like you can. I’m miserable at 
it.” 

They stood in silence as their plans crashed around them. They weren't ready to 
make a move yet. Rohan was probably still rounding up the other slaves. They'd 
have to get here, and then they’d require at least as much time as Dev had taken to 
understand what was happening—and even longer for Reza to drink the extra 
broth. Dev couldn’t wait that long, or the Revinir would know something was up. 

Thisbe turned to her friend, desperation written all over her face. Could Dev 
pull off the biggest acting job ever? Could he fake his way through a direct meeting 
with the Revinir just to give Thisbe and the others the time they needed? And 
maybe even the chance to escape without the Revinir finding out for at least a day? 


Even if he could, how would he get away from the castle? 





Minus One 


(hishe andl Davescaved 26 each othen Vou havete.de it,” said Thisbe in a low voice. 
“You have to go to the castle. Or else the Revinir will know something’s happening 
down here, and we'll all end up in the dungeon.” 

“Thisbe, no!” Dev gripped his hair in his fists and turned to look out the door. 
The hallway was empty. “What if I mess it up? She'll kill me!” 

Abandoning all pretense and not caring about soldiers, Thisbe took Dev by the 
shoulders and turned him to face her. “Listen to me,” she said, trying to be calm. 
“This is going to be easy.” She nodded firmly to convince herself of that. “Just do 
the face I taught you. Speak in monotone, and don’t say much—yes, Revinir. No, 
Revinir. Nice and steady, no emotion. Find the stuff she needs as quickly as you 
can. When the dragon returns you to the elevator, don’t go back down into the 
catacombs. Instead, run away. Go to Maiven’s house in the village.” 

“Who? You mean Maiven from the dungeon?” 

Thisbe dropped her hands. “Ugh, that’s right. You missed absolutely everything, 
didn’t you?” She turned to glance out the door, trying to think. “Okay, new plan. 
Go to Alex’s grave. You know where that is, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Okay, good.” Thisbe breathed a bit easier. “Great. One of us will find you 
there.” 

“If the Revinir doesn’t kill me.” 


Thisbe’s eyes went wild. “Dev. You have to pull yourself together. You can do 
this. You just convinced the guards that you were still under the Revinir’s spell. Just 
do that exact same thing. She’s not going to kill you.” 

“Easy for you to say.” Distraught, Dev turned to the soothing familiar action of 
stirring his pot of broth. “Can't we all just escape when Rohan comes back? What 
happens if I don’t go?” 

“She’s expecting you to leave immediately, and you're traveling by dragon. She'll 
figure out soon that something’s up. If we can’t get out of here before then, it'll ruin 
our chance of ever helping everyone escape. And then ... she might kill us. Some of 
us, anyway. Like me. All of this is on me and Rohan.” 

Dev sighed and started pacing. “What if... ,” he began. “What if I drink more 
dragon-bone broth so that I really am back under her control? Then I wouldn’t 
have to fake it.” 

Thisbe considered that for a moment, then shook her head. “You wouldn’t 
remember to escape. And you'd come back here and be stuck down here all alone.” 

Dev stirred the broth. “This stinks.” 

Thisbe wasn’t sure what to do. “Please, Dev,” she said. “We need you to do this. 
You're saving eight black-eyed slaves from the Revinir’s tyranny. You'll be an even 
bigger hero than you already are.” 

Dev stopped stirring. “You don’t think I’m a hero. You're just saying that to get 
me to go.” 

“That’s not true,” Thisbe insisted. “I know you, Dev. And I heard all about what 
you did when you were with my sister and the rescue team. You knew to save the 
king, which stalled the Revinir’s takeover.” 

“Fat lot of good that did,” said Dev. “Does anybody know if the king is dead?” 

“We don’t know,” Thisbe admitted. She studied her friend. “But I do know you 
can do this, Dev. I believe in you. And we'll be waiting for you by Alex’s grave. You 
can do this. We'll all be together by morning, and we have a safe place to hide out.” 

Dev grimaced. He stirred a few more times around the pot, staring into the 
cloudy broth. 

“Please,” Thisbe said again. 

With a deep sigh, Dev pulled the wooden spoon out and set it beside the fire. 
“All right,” he said. He wrinkled his face, trying to get the blank look happening, 
then turned and stared past Thisbe’s shoulder, crossing his eyes slightly to blur the 
spot and letting his mouth relax. “How’s this?” he said in a monotone voice. 

Thisbe brought her arms across her chest and pressed her lips together, pleased. 


“It’s perfect. You've got it exactly right.” 

With a final sigh and a slight shake of his head, Dev moved to the doorway. 

“Go straight to the grave when you're done with her. And if were not there yet, 
wait there until someone finds you,” Thisbe whispered. “We'll be starting our 
escape within hours, so we should get there before you.” She ran to the throne room 
and grabbed a vial of ancestor broth, then returned and handed it to Dev. “Take 
this if you need it to help you be even stronger against the Revinit’s roar.” 

Dev moved to slip it into his money pouch and realized he wasn’t wearing it. 
“Hey!” he exclaimed, breaking character. “Where’s my pouch?” 

“Fifer has it, I think. She’s keeping it for you—you left it at their camp when you 
went to follow the Revinir’s roar. I didn’t think to grab it for my return. I’m sorry.” 

Dev narrowed his eyes. 

“I promise you'll get it back with everything in it.” 

“All right.” Dev slipped the vial into his pocket instead. He let his face slack and 
his sight blur once more. “Here I go.” 

“Thank you,” Thisbe whispered. She watched him leave. 

When she heard a noise from the other direction down the hallway, she snapped 
back into her mind-controlled character and turned slowly. With relief, she saw it 
was Rohan coming with Prindi and Reza, all of them dragging bones toward the 


kitchen. 





Breaking OuT 


Rohan, Prindi, and Reza reached the kitchen, and Rohan hurried the other two 
inside. “Thisbe will finish explaining everything,” Rohan told them, then said 
something in the common language. The two nodded. Rohan turned to Thisbe. 
“I’ve given them their doses. They know the basics and know they can trust you. Pm 
going after the rest of them now.” He glanced inside the steaming kitchen. “Where’s 
Dev?” 

Thisbe told him everything. “He’s on his way to the castle now. We need to 
move.” 

Rohan cringed, then nodded. “Okay. Let’s make it work.” He blew out a breath 
and shored up his resolve. “These two don’t speak much of your language. They 
understand it better than they can speak it, though, so you can try to explain more 
if you like. I'll be back as soon as I can.” He checked the hallway for soldiers, then 
sprinted in the direction of the crypts where the others were working. 

Thisbe tried explaining to Reza and Prindi everything she could to help them 
understand what had happened to them and what was about to go down now that 
they were free from the Revinir’s spell. She gave them each a vial of the ancestor 
broth as she’d done for Dev, then stuck the remaining vials of ancestor broth inside 
a small sack and handed it to Prindi. 

“You're in charge of these,” Thisbe said. “This is the antidote to the Revinir’s 
mind-controlling dragon-bone broth. When she roars, you'll still feel a pull, because 
you are part dragon. But the ancestor broth is strong, and as long as you've had 


more ancestor broth than dragon-bone broth, you will be able to resist the 
Revinir’s call. Understand?” 

The two shrugged uncertainly. 

“Okay.” Thisbe nervously checked her pants pockets for the collection of 
magical components she'd need later. Then, wanting to keep the two busy with 
work so they would look less suspicious if caught, she pointed to the fires and the 
buckets of water. “Can you put the fires out?” 

Prindi said something to Reza, perhaps translating, and they reached for the 
buckets. Thisbe went to the main hallway and peered down it anxiously. She 
desperately wished for her component vest. The vest made it so much easier to 
organize her components, rather than stuffing them all into her front two pants 
pockets. Plus the vest offered a magical degree of protection. But as she had 
pointed out to Aaron, the Revinir knew all about the vests that Artiméans wore, 
and Thisbe couldn’t risk wearing it and tipping the dragon-woman off. 

Seeing no one in the passageways, Thisbe returned to the kitchen. She picked up 
a couple of canteens that the soldiers had left lying around and filled them with 
water, then handed them to Reza to carry. Reza and Prindi spoke quickly with each 
other. Then Prindi asked Thisbe if the dragons outside were dangerous. 

Thisbe assured them that as long as the dragons were being mind-controlled by 
the Revinir as the slaves had been, they were not dangerous unless the Revinir told 
them to attack. 

“But . . . if we leave?” asked Reza. He seemed doubtful about escaping. “We have 
everything here.” 

Thisbe stared at him for a long moment. “How long have you been down here?” 
she asked softly. 

“Always.” 

Prindi nodded—she too had been there as long as she could remember. 

“And . . . you don’t remember being out of here? At all? Ever? Not even recently 
while the Revinir was controlling you? You don’t remember fighting me and my 
friends in the castle? Or flying to my world to find me and Drock? None of it?” 
Thisbe was astounded. They didn’t know what the world was like. It was beyond 
Thisbe’s comprehension. 

Suddenly Prindi’s eyes widened in fear, and she pointed. Thisbe whirled around 
and saw two soldiers on their rounds coming in to check on them. Reaching for her 
pocket, Thisbe found a few components. 

“What are you two doing in here?” shouted one of the soldiers. “What’s going on? 


Where’s Dev?” 

“Something’s wrong,” said the other. “They're acting different.” 

Thisbe didn’t hesitate. “Freeze!” she shouted, pointing at them. Then she sent 
shackle components, securing them to the wall in their frozen state. 

Prindi and Reza stared. 

“We need to hurry,” Thisbe said to Prindi, hoping she’d understand. The 
shackles would hold the soldiers for hours, but the freeze spell would last only 
fifteen minutes or so—they’d be able to call for help after that. 

Prindi and Reza gaped at the frozen soldiers, unable to comprehend what 
Thisbe had just done. Then they looked at Thisbe fearfully, as if she might do the 
same to them. 

“Come on!” said Thisbe. “Let’s find Rohan.” Now that she’d started with the 
magic, she couldn’t stop—the soldiers had seen her and Prindi and Reza talking 
and acting like normal. They knew something was up, and Thisbe wasn’t about to 
let them tell everyone else. Word could get to the castle before Dev had a chance to 
get out of there. 

Thisbe hurried the other two into the hallway, then sealed the doorway with a 
glass spell. She sprinted in the direction that Rohan had gone, with Reza and 
Prindi close behind her. Whenever they reached a hallway branching off, Thisbe 
peered around the corner, then called out for Rohan. She knew it was a risk, but 
she had to find him fast. And she was ready with her components for the next 
soldiers who got in her way. 

She didn’t have to wait long. As they rounded a bend, they came upon a group 
of soldiers. When Thisbe saw why they were gathered, her heart sank. They 
surrounded Rohan and the other four slaves. Rohan was facedown on the ground, 
his arms held behind his back and his cheek against the stone floor. The other four 
looked bewildered and scared. 

“Thisbe!” Rohan shouted. “Help!” 

This time Thisbe pulled heart attack spells from her pocket, sending one at each 
of the three guards who were closest to her. The soldiers flopped to the ground, 
writhing and helpless. Thisbe ran closer. 

The remaining two guards charged at Thisbe, one behind the other. Thisbe 
flung a handful of scatterclips at the front man. The force of the magic sent him 
flying backward, slamming into the soldier behind him and propelling them in a 
stack all the way down the lengthy hallway to the end. They smashed into the wall 
and hung there by the magical clips. 


“Let’s go!” Thisbe said, running to the others and trying to encourage them to 
come. “No time to stop at my crypt to regroup—we'll just barrel right out of here.” 

Rohan shouted instructions in the common language and scrambled to his feet. 
Soon they were all heading toward the elevator, where there were sure to be more 
soldiers to contend with. As they went back past the kitchen wing, Thisbe stopped. 
She removed the glass spell, hit the guards there with another blast of freeze spells 
to keep them quiet for a while longer, then replaced the glass barrier. Then she 
rejoined the others, and they continued fleeing. 

They went past Rohan’s hallway and rounded the corner to take them by 
Thisbe’s crypt and to the elevator. There were three guards lounging by the exit. 
When they saw the size of the group coming at them, they jumped to their feet. 
“Help!” they called out, pulling their swords. “They’re escaping!” 

Thisbe dug into her pockets as more guards and Mangrel came running onto the 
scene. She sent two of the soldiers sprawling with backward bobbly head spells, and 
a third screaming in pain with the pin cushion spell. One of the soldiers, whom 
Thisbe had fought once before by the river, dove at her feet, tripping her and 
sending her sprawling. He pulled his sword and slammed the hilt into her shoulder, 
causing shock waves of pain radiating through her. 

“Get into the elevator!” Thisbe yelled to the others as fury rose in her throat. 
Every one of the slaves were defenseless except for Thisbe. If something happened 
to Thisbe, the black-eyed children would suffer greatly. It was up to her to protect 
them and show the soldiers that they were picking a fight with the wrong person. 
Trying not to cringe, Thisbe pointed at the guard who'd attacked her and yelled, 
“Boom!” 

His body exploded into pieces, which rolled around on the floor of the 
catacombs. The remaining soldiers and Mangrel stopped and stared. 

Thisbe mentally rammed through her emotions, refusing to feel regret, and 
reached for her components. Choked up but knowing she had to prove her 
dominance over the soldiers, she shouted, “He didn’t have to die! And neither do 
you! So stay back and leave us all alone, or FII do the same to you!” 

Rohan reached the button that opened the elevator’s glass door, and the others 
scrambled inside. “Come on, Thisbe!” 

Mangrel stepped forward, arms above his head. “Thisbe! Do your magic on these 
two in front of me! They're not to be trusted. Then get out of here, all of you! I 
hope you all make it to safety.” 

Thisbe’s mouth fell open in surprise. Was the crypt keeper trying to trick her? 


But his face was earnest, and he kept his arms raised. She frowned, contemplating 
killing the two, but she’d done enough to show them what they were up against. 
One death was one too many, and Thisbe didn’t want to add anything else to her 
list of regrets. Instead she used shackle and silence spells on the remaining soldiers. 
She left Mangrel unharmed. 

“Good luck!” he called to them as Thisbe hopped inside the elevator. Rohan 
closed the door and hit the button to bring them up to Dragonsmarche. 

“Quickly,” said Thisbe, bringing out a handful of tiny paintbrushes and handing 
them all around as the elevator churned slowly upward. “This will make you 
invisible. Just do what I do.” She took one and held it up, then painted herself with 
broad strokes until she was nearly invisible, leaving a small piece of her shirt 
untouched. “Make sure you leave a bit of clothing visible so we can find you.” 

Rohan translated the instructions, and they all started to paint themselves too. 

“This invisibility won't last long,” Thisbe said. “Once we're out, hold on to each 
other and stay close to me. TIl run for an open area where we have lots of room. 
We're going to need it.” 

The elevator surfaced. Standing all around the square were dragons and soldiers. 
Townspeople scurried with their heads down. There was no market today. For the 
first time Thisbe could take in the state of the square. Pavers were cracked, and 
weeds grew between them. Nobody had taken care of it. The place looked horrible 
and desolate. 

The outside soldiers crowded around the elevator, but when they saw no one 
inside, they looked around behind them to see if anyone was coming to use it to go 
down. In the confusion, Thisbe whispered, “Follow me!” She grabbed on to 
someone’s hand and led them all through a break in the soldiers to an open area in 
the square. Once they were safely away from everyone, she counted tiny bits of 
clothing to make sure there were seven besides hers, remembering that Dev 
wouldn't be among them. 

Then Thisbe called for eight invisible steeds. One by one the horses came to 
exist in front of the slaves. “Just feel around for them. Jump on their backs and 
follow me,” Thisbe explained, and Rohan translated. A couple of the slaves seemed 
frightened and began to argue, but Rohan said something to those who were 
frightened to calm them down. Soon the entire invisible group was cantering 
through the neighborhood around Dragonsmarche, with nobody following. 

As the group’s invisibility began to fade, they reached the neighborhood where 


Maiven Taveer’s family’s house stood. Maiven, who'd lived in the castle for years 


before she’d been imprisoned, had spent time here as a child, Rohan explained. 
When things had begun looking dangerous, Maiven had hidden weapons and gold 
here. Rohan hurried everyone to the vacant alleyway behind the house so they 
wouldn’t be seen. One by one the steeds vanished, depositing each black-eyed teen 
onto the ground. 

Once they were all there, Rohan told them to wait by the back door. He snuck 
around to the front of the house, to the spot where Thisbe had said good-bye to 
him not so long ago. He found the key and opened the door, then dashed through 
the house and went to the back door to let the others inside. He ushered them all 
into the den. 

A noise made Thisbe turn. Coming through a doorway was a tall, beautiful, 
regal woman. She entered the den and moved to the center of the room to greet 
them. Though Thisbe could scarcely tear her eyes away from the woman, 
something shiny caught her eye in the corner of the room. It was then that Thisbe 
realized the walls were covered with the shiniest, most bejeweled, and deadliest- 
looking weapons she had ever laid eyes upon. 





Waiting For Dev 


Hy dear Thisbe!” cried the woman, catching sight of her. “I wasn’t expecting you to 
be among this group.” 

“Maiven?” Thisbe replied. “Is that you?” The woman hardly resembled the half- 
starved prisoner Thisbe had known. She was strong and muscular and . . . freshly 
bathed. Her light brown skin glowed, and her shiny white hair was coiled around 
her head like a crown with a string of delicate flower-shaped jewels weaved into it. 
The woman’s wrinkles made her even more stately and beautiful. And she carried 
herself with great dignity. 

“Do I look different?” asked Maiven Taveer with a small smile. The queen. 
Thisbe’s grandmother. 

Thisbe gazed at the woman until her eyes blurred. She rushed into Maiven’s 
arms and began to cry. She couldn’t pinpoint what had started the tears, but they 
were bubbling over now. There were so many emotions going through her: fear 
surging from the fight and the escape, regret about the soldier she’d had to kill, 
worry over Dev, and love for this family member she hadn’t realized that she had 
until recently. And the realization of the enormous task still before them was 
making her feel like what they'd just accomplished was merely akin to a drop of 
water in a sea. She’d gotten most of the slaves out of the catacombs and to safety. 
But there were still dragons everywhere under the control of the evil Revinir, who 
seemed invincible. And Dev, currently at her mercy. 


Getting her fellow black-eyed slaves to freedom had felt huge. But it paled in 
comparison to overcoming the monstrous Revinir. And this tiny part wasn’t even 
over yet. Maiven patted Thisbe’s back as the girl sniffed and pulled herself together. 

After a moment, Thisbe looked up. “We need to meet Dev by Alex’s grave,” she 
said. “ll go. I can take down anyone who tries to fight me . . . except her. Or... 
dragons. But they won't be looking for us.” 

“Not yet, anyway,” said Rohan. “Not until the Revinir finds out what we did. 
Hopefully we have a few hours before the remaining soldiers can alert her. And 
then we'll be sneaking around a bit until we figure out how to take down the 
Revinir once and for all. Maiven, what have you discovered while I’ve been away?” 

“I've done a great deal of studying,” said Maiven, pointing to a stack of books 
and several others open and spread around on a table. She said a few things in the 
common language, then turned to Thisbe. “You see, Thisbe, our people have never 
had to fight dragons or dragon-people before—they’ve always been our allies. But 
while you were gone, I made a trip to the old curmudgeon Ashguard’s ruins on the 
other side of the crater lake, where the ruling family of Suresh once lived. There, in 
the palace library, I found some old texts and scrolls. They're written in the ancient 
language of our people, which no one has made use of since I was a child—and even 
then it was saved for high-court proceedings and the like. So it’s a bit stiff and 
formal, and difficult for me to decipher. But I brought the items back with me, and 
I've been working at it, hoping to find something that will give us a clue how to 
defeat the Revinir.” 

One of the slaves, whose name Thisbe didn’t yet know, spoke up haltingly. “Is 
Ashguard living?” 

“I don’t believe so,” said Maiven, studying the girl with concern. She spoke 
rapidly in the common language, then repeated it for Thisbe’s sake. “The land 
across the lake is deserted now. But the buildings, though precarious and mostly 
ruined, still remain. Did you know Ashguard?” 

The girls eyes, so much more expressive than Thisbe had ever noticed them, 
brimmed with tears. She nodded. “I am named for him.” 

“What is your name, dear?” asked Maiven. 

“I am called Asha from the line of Suresh.” 

Maiven was quiet for a moment. “Perhaps | am wrong about the old 
curmudgeon,” she said gently. 

Asha nodded and didn’t say anything more. 

Thisbe glanced at Rohan. “I should go out to the forest now.” 


“TIl come with you,” said Rohan. “All right, Maiven?” 

“Yes. Be careful. Once the Revinir learns what happened, the skies will be 
swarming with dragons looking for you.” 

“Do you have any more of those invisibility components?” Rohan asked Thisbe. 

“A few,” said Thisbe. “We'll use them only if we need them.” She quickly took 
stock of her remaining spell components, sorting them out on the table. She’d used 
up a fair number of them. The others, recognizing some of the familiar items she’d 
employed to take down the soldiers, backed away carefully. But Thisbe didn’t 
notice. She divided up the components and put them back into her pockets, which 
were decidedly less stuffed than before their escape. 

After a hurried snack and something to drink, Thisbe and Rohan left the house, 
taking the back alley again so as not to be seen. They didn’t want to become 
familiar to anyone nearby in case the time came that people were out looking for 
them as well as dragons. 

Things seemed normal, which indicated that the Revinir hadn’t heard of their 
escape yet. They sped through the town with their heads down, talking quietly. “Is 
there a book on the common language?” Thisbe asked. “Td like to learn it so I can 
communicate better with the others.” 

“Pm sure there is. Maiven has thousands of books in her back rooms. I can teach 
you some phrases as well.” 

“Td love that, if you don’t mind.” 

“We've got some time on our hands.” 

“You mean as we wait for Dev?” 

“I mean as we wait for Maiven to learn more from the ancient scrolls so we can 
try to figure out what to do.” 

“I see.” Thisbe glanced at him. “Days? Weeks? I’m not sure how we proceed from 
here.” 

“We don’t have a solution to the Revinir problem yet, so we need to stay in 
hiding until we figure it out and know we can beat her. I’m sure Maiven will want 
to train the other future rulers to fight too. She doesn’t want to hurt any dragons 
but the Revinir, for obvious reasons—they are co-rulers of this land. Once Maiven 
comes across something of use, we'll have to work out a plan. It could take several 
weeks.” 

Thisbe sighed, feeling impatient. “I wish my people and your people could all 
work together. Maybe it’s time. . . .” 

“Do you have anyone you could summon from your world to help us? Perhaps 


the rescue team is itching for some more excitement?” 

“I've been thinking about that,” said Thisbe. “They've had some difficulty lately, 
though. My brother Aaron was the head mage, but before I left, he was ousted.” 

“What? You didn’t mention that!” 

“It didn’t come up,” Thisbe said. “We had enough to figure out when we actually 
had time to talk.” She filled him in on all that had happened politically during the 
time shed been in Artimé. And she mentioned how there were people pitted 
against her and Fifer, too. “I’m sure things have settled down by now, though. And 
even while those things were happening, Florence and Aaron and the others were 
working on new magic to help us destroy the Revinir. I'm hoping by now they've 
come up with something. Once we get to a secluded spot in the forest, I'll send 
Florence a seek spell. That'll signal her that I’m ready for them to come.” 

“That sounds promising,” said Rohan. “Perhaps things are looking up for us after 
all.” 

After a while they came to the forest. They worked their way down the 
sickeningly familiar path they’d taken the night they and Sky had discovered Alex’s 
erave. As they ventured farther in, Rohan began teaching Thisbe a few useful 
phrases. By the time they reached the mound of dirt that was Alex’s grave, which 
was now covered in fresh growth, Thisbe could recite several greetings from 
memory and give simple commands like “Hurry!” and “Follow me!” and “Watch out 
for that dragon!” 

They settled in, not sure how long Dev would be. While they waited for him to 
arrive, Thisbe fired off the seek spell to Florence, then started learning words for 
their surroundings. 

The evening wore on, and there was no sign of Dev. Thisbe wasn’t too worried— 
their spot in the forest was a bit of a trek from the market square. But then she 
started thinking things through and doubting their plan. With a start, she turned 
to Rohan. “Once the Revinir has the treasures, do you think she'll she give Dev the 
luxury of another dragon ride? Or would she have lost the sense of urgency and 
sent him back on foot? That could take significantly longer.” 

Rohan didn’t know the answer. “She doesn’t have much regard for us,” he said. “I 
wish I'd thought of that earlier.” 

Thisbe pressed her lips together. “Let’s just sit tight. Even if she tells him to walk 
back, she won’t accompany him down to the dungeon. He could figure out how to 
sneak out of the castle—he knows his way around that place like no one else.” 

“Lets keep up hope,” said Rohan. “If he’s stuck walking, itll take him a good 


while longer.” 

Thisbe and Rohan talked about everything that came to mind. Rohan filled 
Thisbe in about what he expected Maiven to do with the other black-eyed future 
rulers while she searched for answers. He believed she’d start immediately teaching 
them to use weapons as she’d learned them, rather than haphazardly, as they’d been 
forced to do under the Revinir’s control. And telling them the history of their 
people as rulers, as most of them had been captive since they were very young and 
wouldn’t know much about it. 

“I want to learn that too,” said Thisbe. 

“We're all learning our own history at least a little through this ancestor broth,” 
said Rohan. 

Thisbe rolled over to face him. “I’ve been meaning to ask you for days. What 
images are you seeing?” 

Rohan stared at the sky and chewed on a piece of grass. He didn’t answer right 
away. “It’s troubling, to be honest,” he said, sitting up. His black eyes shone, and his 
expression was anguished. 

“Why?” Thisbe asked. Her heart twisted, and she took his hand. 

He looked down. “Like you, I see my mother as a girl.” 

Thisbe propped herself up on her elbow. “You do?” she asked. “What is she 
doing? What's so troubling? Was she taken away too?” 

“No.” Tears sprang to his eyes. “She’s . . . she’s helping . . .” 

Thisbe sat up, alarmed, and reached out for Rohan to comfort him. “What is it?” 

“She’s helping pirates,” he said, his voice cracking. 

Thisbe’s eyes narrowed. “What?” she whispered. 

“Helping pirates . . . steal your mother away.” 





Waiting... and Waiting 


Thisbe recoiled, pulling her hand away from Rohan’s. She didn’t know what to 
think. It was strange that his historic visions showed something so similar to hers. 
But it was terrible that his mother, a black-eyed ruler, was helping to shove Thisbe’s 
mother onto the pirate ship. “What?” she said again. “What kind of person... ?” 

“I know!” said Rohan, sitting up. “Don’t say it. I'm trying to make sense of it. I 
even drank more of the ancestor broth to see if, perhaps, there was an additional 
scene for me to learn from, like what happened with you. And . . . it’s true. My 
mother was helping the pirates kidnap your mother.” He blew out a breath. “And I 
guess I’m not really all that surprised.” 

“How—what do you mean?” Thisbe knew virtually nothing about Rohan’s past 
except that his family was dead. He’d always seemed reticent to talk about it, and 
Thisbe had never pushed him. 

“She’s younger than your mother was. A few years younger. So . . . maybe only 
eight or nine. A child.” 

“Are you absolutely sure it’s her?” 

Rohan nodded miserably. “There was a painting of my mother as a child that 
hung over our hearth. The picture is nearly identical to the image in my mind. | 
don’t understand it—I don’t understand why any nine-year-old girl would be 
anywhere near the sea, helping pirates steal away fellow black-eyed rulers.” 

Thisbe’s head whirled. In the image in her mind, there were pirates around the 
girl—which was her mother at age twelve—dragging her onto a ship. She closed her 


eyes and conjured up the scene, listening to Maiven’s assistant yelling for Maiven 
Taveer and watching the scene in motion. This time focusing not on the main girl 
or the pirates or the assistant, whose back was to her, but on the other people 
around. And then she froze. There was another girl, scrappy and barefooted, scared 
and angry and yanking on a rope that was tied to Thisbe’s mother’s wrist. Trying to 
pull and then shove her toward the pirates. 

“Why?” Thisbe whispered. “Why was she fighting against her own people?” 

“I don’t know.” Rohan was quiet. “She was a terrible person to me, too. That’s 
why I’m not surprised she did this as a child. I'm... I’m sorry, Thisbe.” 

“It’s not your fault.” Thisbe didn’t know what else to say about it. After a while 
Rohan stood up, and they both realized how dark it had gotten. Neither had any 
more answers—or at least, if Rohan had them, he wasn’t saying them out loud. 

Thisbe’s thoughts turned to Dev. “I’m getting worried.” 

“About Dev?” 

Thisbe nodded. 

“Me too. Finding the king’s treasures shouldn’t take long if he knows where they 
are.” 

“What if he couldn’t escape, and he’s actually walking back through the 
dungeon?” said Thisbe. Her throat tightened. “He’d be going back alone and 
defenseless, stuck in the catacombs.” 

Rohan sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “That would be just awful.” 

Thisbe cringed. “We made a big mistake. I didn’t have time to think all of this 
through before I sent him there!” 

Rohan shifted. “Do you think we should go down through the elevator and look 
for him? Do you have enough magic left to fight the soldiers if we do?” 

“That seems dangerous.” Thisbe blew out a contemplative breath. “Let’s wait a 
little longer.” 

They settled back down in the darkness, but Dev didn’t come. 

Just as Thisbe opened her mouth to suggest they’d better go back to the 
catacombs to find him, a shattering roar pierced their eardrums and tugged at their 
souls. Thisbe cursed under her breath and clapped her hands over her ears, gritting 
her teeth as she fought off the pull of the Revinit’s call. 

Rohan, who still hadn’t ingested any dragon-bone broth, held on to Thisbe’s 
shoulders in support and watched the ancestor images flash before his eyes without 
having to deal with the effects of the roar. Hed heard it, though, echoing like 
thunder in a canyon. She sounded furious. “She knows,” he said. 


Thisbe nodded. She could feel it in every muscle and nerve, and she knew with 
certainty in the back of her mind. “Oh yes. She definitely knows we escaped. The 
question is, did she find out from Dev? Or after he left the castle? What if she’s got 
him?” She closed her eyes, a strange sensation lingering after the roar, and an odd, 
dreadful feeling washed over her. 

Thisbe tried to shake it off, but the feeling held for a while before fading. Slowly 
she opened her eyes. “She’s got Dev.” 





Feelings and Premonitions 


Should we go to the catacombs and look for Dev anyway?” Rohan asked. “Are you 
sure he won't be there?” 

“Tm ... pretty sure,” said Thisbe, sounding terribly grim. “I got one of those 
feelings again—one of those premonitions like I had before, regarding the Revinir. 
She’s got him. I feel... ugh. Terrible.” She got up and wiped the dirt and leaves oft 
her pants, then started tromping back to the path into Grimere. “Let’s go. Maiven 
will be wondering about us, and the others might not know how to handle the roar 
now that they've got the effects of the two broths competing in their minds.” 

Rohan hopped up and trotted after her, and together, with a magical highlighter 
glowing to help them stay on the path, they went back toward Grimere. Once they 
broke out of the forest, they could see dozens of dragons soaring overhead on their 
way to the castle, heeding the Revinit’s call. 

Thisbe’s mind worked overtime as they stumbled across the road. Her heart was 
torn in two over Dev. What a terrible mistake she’d made! She’d asked him to do 
this—and he'd done it to save eight others. What had happened? Had he broken 
character? Did he focus on her when she peered at him, or say something not quite 
right? Had she discovered he was faking it? Or had the soldiers from the catacombs 
gotten to her and captured him along the way? Whatever the case, Thisbe was 
certain Dev was caught, enduring the Revinir’s wrath. What would she do to him 


next? 


“I should have dumped out the dragon-bone broth,” Thisbe lamented. “Now 
she'll get some and feed it to him.” 

“No one thought of that,” said Rohan, trying to comfort her. “It was very 
rushed.” 

“I messed up. Poor Dev—this is all my fault. Why did I think he could do it?” She 
muttered under her breath. “Maybe he did it just fine, but the soldiers got to her 
before he could get away. Ugh! I’m a terrible friend!” 

Rohan stumbled in the darkness and caught himself. “Listen. You got the rest of 
us out of there unscathed and without being seen. I'd say you did a lot right.” 

“I failed Dev. He didn’t want to do this.” 

“But if you hadn’t pushed him, none of us would be free right now.” 

Thisbe scowled as they ran behind some bushes, trying not to be seen by 
villagers or the dragons overhead. “What’s more right?” she asked. “Sacrificing Dev 
so the rest of us could be safe? Or staying together and risking us all being caught’? 
Is one life less important than several lives?” 

Rohan was silent as he contemplated it. “I don’t think there’s a correct answer to 
that.” 

They ran across the road and entered the more familiar neighborhoods of 
Grimere. Breathless, they wanted desperately to get to Maiven’s house before the 
dragons were given instructions by the Revinir. Once that happened, all hell would 
break loose as they went on the hunt for Thisbe and Rohan and the others. None of 
them would be safe outside. 

When they reached Maiven’s neighborhood, they went through the back alley as 
before. With great relief they made it inside the house. There they found Maiven 
teaching her new subjects how to use a shiv and a dagger to kill an attacker. Things 
were getting very serious. 

Maiven heard them enter and went to the door to secure it after they came 
inside. “Where’s Dev?” she asked in a low voice. “Didn’t he come to meet you?” 

They told Maiven what had happened. Thisbe shared that the roar had seemed 
to trigger a premonition, which made her certain that Dev had been discovered and 
captured. Whether the Revinir had determined Dev was faking or she’d found out 
from the soldiers that the other black-eyed slaves had escaped, Thisbe wasn’t sure. 

“At least youre safe. Pm not sure what we can do for Dev at this point.” 
Troubled though she was over the news, Maiven also seemed deeply interested in 
what Thisbe had to say about premonitions. “Tell me more about your 
premonition, Thisbe. Have you ever had that happen before?” 


“They started after I had my most recent dose of ancestor broth,” Thisbe said. 
She shared the feelings shed had in Dragonsmarche when the Revinir was 
questioning her. And the sense of dread when she knew Dev had been discovered 
and captured. 

Maiven clasped Thisbe’s hand between hers. She glanced around as the others 
were putting away their weapons and getting settled for the night. “I get 
premonitions too. I’ve been feeling them on and off for years. Thats how I knew 
the great evil person existed from my dungeon cell, though | didn’t know her name. 
So I believe you when you say you have these feelings. And I hope you'll always tell 
me about them, even if the feeling is small. Chances are you have had other 
premonitions in the past but didn’t understand what they were or view them as a 
forecast for the future. The ancestor broth has made them more obvious to you. 
The more aware we are of these things, the more you and I can help guide our 
people to make the right choices as we move forward. Between us we can be doubly 
sure that we're right in our way of thinking.” 

“That’s so strange,” murmured Thisbe, while marveling over how Maiven so 
naturally included her as a leader here. “Why do you suppose it happens?” 

“I believe Pm receiving them because I am the eldest remaining ancestor,” said 
Maiven. “You are noticing them because you've taken in enough of the ancestor 
broth. And perhaps because you are my granddaughter.” She was quiet for a 
moment. “Since your mother is . . . gone,” she said, her eyes involuntarily closing 
and a wave of pain washing over her face, “you and your sister are next in line for 
the throne.” 

“What?” whispered Thisbe. 

“If you wish to have the position, of course,” said Maiven, recovering and 
offering a wan smile. “The others here would do as fine a job as you, I’m sure. All 
black-eyed people are entitled to the position, but many are unwilling to make the 
sacrifices necessary to rule.” 

Thisbe sat back, the wind knocked out of her. “I don’t think I’m ready for 
something like that,” she said. 

“Well,” said Maiven grimly, “you won't have to be unless we can overthrow the 
monster who has taken up residence in my castle. But how? I still don’t have the 
slightest clue.” 





A Message From Home 


lt was unsettling to Thisbe to hear Maiven Taveer, queen and commander of the 
military in the land of the dragons, express that she had no idea how to defeat their 
biggest enemy. And even more frightening to think back to her Artiméan friends 
and family, who also were clueless in how to fight this dragon-woman. But it made 
Thisbe even more determined. The Revinir was taking control of Grimere, and 
Thisbe believed that she wouldn’t stop with the land of the dragons, especially 
since she still wanted Fifer under her control. Artime might be safe for the 
moment, but as soon as the Revinir figured out that Fifer was nowhere around this 
world, she’d venture back there. 

Thisbe and Maiven stayed up talking after most of the others turned in for the 
night. “Do you suppose the ghost dragons would know how to defeat her?” Thisbe 
asked Maiven. “I didn’t ask them that before, exactly. All I know is that they are 
unable to kill her.” 

“That seems like a good route to investigate,” said Maiven. 

“But they’re so forgetful—they may not remember anything. Maybe you and | 
could meet with them to find out. They might remember you.” 

“Td like that,” said Maiven. “But how do we get them to meet with us?” 

“We might have to go in search of them.” Thisbe tapped her lips thoughtfully. 
“The last time they came to help, Gorgrun told me that I called to them somehow. 
But I don’t know how I did it.” 

“Really?” asked Maiven. “Gorgrun said you called to them? That’s fascinating. | 
wonder how you did it too, and if you can figure out how to do it again. I worry 


about traveling there. We'd be in danger of being seen on the road.” 

“There’s a dragon path through the forest that will take us most of the way—at 
least that’s what Fifer told me.” 

“If it’s a dragon path,” said Maiven, “the dragons will know about it. That seems 
a rather embarrassing way to be captured, don’t you agree?” 

Thisbe grinned, feeling wonderfully at ease with her newfound grandmother 
despite the seriousness of the situation. “That’s a good point. No wonder you were 
commander of the military.” 

“I earned my stripes the hard way,” Maiven said mirthfully. “No more dragon 
paths for this queen.” 

“Maybe we'd think more clearly after some sleep.” Thisbe looked around the 
living room and saw that everyone else had found cots or blankets and a place to 
lay them out on the floor. Rohan lifted his head and waved good night sleepily. 

Thisbe waved back. Then she cringed, thinking about how Dev should be here 
too, safe and sound with all of them. “Tm worried about Dev.” 

“I am too,” said Maiven. “But I know him from my time in the dungeon. He'll 
survive this. He’s resourceful. And when we have the means to get him back, we 
will. Patience is also something I’ve learned the hard way.” 

Thisbe gazed at her grandmother, feeling better. “Thanks.” 

Maiven squeezed the girl’s shoulder. “I have some blankets for you,” she said. 
“Let’s get some sleep and worry about Dev and the ghost dragons tomorrow.” 

Thisbe nodded. “Oh! By the way, I sent for help from Artimé. So we'll have lots 
of magical people here in just a few days.” 

“We'll need them,” said Maiven. “I’m so grateful for the generosity of your 
people. They've done so many things for me and our people already. That young 
man, Thatcher, is a fine person. Do you know he told me he’d come back for me, 
and he did.” 

Thisbe smiled. “Sounds like Thatcher.” 

Maiven walked around the perimeter of the room checking the windows, 
making sure they were locked and the drapes fully pulled shut. 

Thisbe washed up and went to bed. But tired as she was, she couldn’t get to 
sleep. She just stared at the ceiling, thinking about Dev and getting a stomachache 
imagining what must have happened. She pictured him alone in the dungeon or 
locked in his crypt . . . or worse. 

Dev might never forgive her. And he might never do another decent thing again 
after this. If he survived. 


Thisbe hadn’t yet gotten a response from the seek spell she’d sent to Florence. 
She wasn’t sure how long it would take for it to go all the way to Artimé, and then 
for Florence to send one in response to signal they were coming. Perhaps Florence 
wanted to be ready and on the way before sending it—they hadn’t thought to 
discuss that, but now it seemed crucial to know. 

Idly Thisbe wondered how they'd travel. Simber would fly, of course, but the 
rest of them could take a ship and have Simber ferry them across the gorge. Or they 
could go on Spike’s back. Or perhaps they'd take the faster route through the Island 
of Fire volcano. That seemed like an easier way for Florence to get to Grimere, if 
she was planning on coming. Thisbe hoped she was—Florence would be great 
against the Revinir, she thought sleepily. If Florence took a ship, she wouldn’t be 
able to be flown across the gorge—she was too heavy for Simber to carry. 

Thisbe closed her eyes and turned to her side. Hopefully, Florence and Fifer and 
Aaron would have come up with a solution to eliminate the Revinir by now. That 
would leave Thisbe free to figure out how they were going to save Dev. 


She drifted off. 


In the morning when Thisbe woke up, a strange, small orb glowed in the air above 
her face. It wasn’t a seek spell—it was much more compact, and it hadn’t exploded 
into a picture of anything. Thisbe blinked hard and wiped the sleep from her eyes, 
making sure it wasn’t a dream. She slid out from under the orb, not quite daring to 
reach out to touch it. It swung lightly through the air, staying an arm’s length away 
at about chin level. Sitting up, Thisbe studied it. Could Florence and the others 
have improved the seek spell? Or was this not from them? Was it a trick? Had the 
Revinir somehow tracked her down? 

Feeling relatively certain that the Revinir had no means to do this type of 
magic, Thisbe reached out tentatively with one finger and touched the spot of light. 

Instead of exploding like a seek spell, it melted and slid into Thisbe’s hand. The 
light faded, and a brilliant white piece of folded paper remained on her palm, with 
a thin pencil beside it. Thisbe opened the note, a small smile blooming on her face. 
Florence had indeed figured out how to improve the seek spell while Thisbe had 
been away. And she’d sent an actual message! 

But her smile faded as she read the words. 


Dear Thisbe, 

Artimé is in a civil war. I’m so sorry—we aren't able to help you right now. But if 
you and Drock can return to help us . . . we could really use it. 

Your friend, 

Florence 

PS Use the pencil to reply. The verbal component is “send.” 





A New Direction 


While the other future rulers of Grimere got up to start their day of weapons 
training, Thisbe sat on her cot and stared at the paper in her hand, trying to 
comprehend the words from Florence. Artimé was in a civil war? How could that 
be possible? What did it mean? And Florence had done something Thisbe had 
never imagined could be possible. It was unthinkable. She had denied Thisbe’s 
request for help. With a sinking heart, Thisbe knew things had to be terrible there 
for that to be the case. 

Granted, Thisbe hadn’t sent a double seek spell, which would have indicated she 
was in grave danger and needed help immediately. Perhaps if shed done that, 
Florence wouldn’t have said no. And it was true that Thisbe was relatively safe at 
the moment, hidden in this house. So there wasn’t a huge sense of urgency. It was 
just that Thisbe had been counting on her friends to help her in Grimere. Even if 
they hadn’t been excited about going back so soon, like Thisbe had been, they all 
wanted to see the Revinir destroyed, and they had a much better chance at 
succeeding if they worked together. 

She tried to push back the hurt feelings, even though this felt a little bit like she 
was being abandoned again. She tried not to think about how Fifer and Seth had 
been more interested in staying in Artimé than in coming back here. And she tried 
not to be mad at Aaron, even though the whole civil war thing probably had to do 
with him being—or not being—the head mage. 


Once she got over the initial shock of Florence’s note, Thisbe felt ashamed about 
her earlier feelings. Then concern for the safety of her family and friends grew in its 
place. This had to be a very serious situation for Florence to decide no one could 
come to Thisbe’s aid. They needed everyone. Including her. That Florence would 
even ask for Thisbe to return when she knew how precarious things were in 
Grimere was shocking. 

“Oh dear,” whispered Thisbe, picturing a war-torn magical world, family against 
family, friend against friend. Artime was the last place anyone expected to be 
engulfed in war. What was happening? 

Thisbe read the note again and hesitated when she got to the part where 
Florence said they could really use her help right now. That was so unlike Florence 
—they must be in dire straits for Florence to ask Thisbe for help. Thisbe was just a 
kid! Though it was true that Thisbe was one of the most powerful mages in Artimé. 
Especially now that she could control her magic and use Artime’s creative magic 
too. And she was getting more skilled every day. 

But Thisbe couldn’t leave here. Maiven needed her! And they had training to do. 
Plus there was no way to get home, unless Drock was somehow not under the 
Revinir’s influence and she could actually find him. And of course the Revinir 
would definitely find out if they left—would that cause even more trouble for 
Artimé in the long run? What would stop her from chasing after Thisbe again? 
Going back to Artimé just didn’t seem possible without causing even more 
problems. 

Thisbe read the note a third time. While the request didn’t sound frantic, 
Florence was deadly serious, even though Florence had no idea what challenges 
Thisbe was facing at the moment. For all Florence knew, Thisbe could be back in 
the dungeon, and any false move could cause a series of disastrous events. 

And what about Fifer and Seth and her other friends? Had anyone been hurt? 
Was Aaron okay? He was the one that the horrible Frieda Stubbs was after. Had 
she done something to him? Killed him? Was Florence just trying to get Thisbe to 
come home because she really needed to tell her that she’d lost someone else in her 
life? 

The dilemma was so large it was painful. Thisbe dropped her head into her 
hands, conflicted. 

Rohan popped into the room where Thisbe sat. “Were getting some sword 
training now. I know you've had it in Artimé, but you're welcome to—” He stopped 
when he saw that she didn’t lift her gaze. “Is everything okay?” 


Thisbe shook her head and held the paper out to him. “Apparently they 
improved the seek spell, and Florence replied to mine with this note.” 

Rohan came and knelt next to her and read it. “Oh dear,” he said when he 
finished. He turned it over and back and read it again. “That’s a blow, isn’t it.” 

“A huge blow,” said Thisbe. 

“I guess I didn’t realize until now how much I was counting on them coming to 
help us here.” 

Thisbe nodded. “Me too. I just assumed they'd come when I called them. I mean, 
I knew they had some sticky things to work out, but Artimé doesn’t have civil wars! 
Artimé is the most wonderful place. It sounds like things just went completely 
bonkers.” 

Rohan glanced sidelong at Thisbe and chewed his bottom lip, consternated. 
“What are you going to do?” 

“I don’t know.” She got up, still holding the tiny pencil that had come with the 
paper, and took the note back from Rohan. “I should probably reply, but I don’t 
quite know what to say. I’m so disappointed, but I’m also scared for them. All my 
friends, my family . . .” She shook her head in frustration. “But I have friends and 
family here, too! I feel like Pm being torn in half. And I can’t just leave after what 
happened with Dev. I did that to him.” 

Rohan didn’t argue, even though he didn’t think Dev’s situation was all Thisbe’s 
fault. Dev had his own will, his own mind, and he’d walked out on his own accord. 
“Whatever you decide to do, I support you. And you know we'll be glad to help you 
prepare if you decide to go. We can try to track down Drock. . . .” 

Thisbe pocketed the items and pressed her fingers to her temples. “I don’t know 
about Drock. When I saw him the other day, I was pretty sure he wasn’t with us 
anymore. And I’m afraid what could happen if we went out looking for him—the 
dragons must have been ordered to look for us by now. If Drock is being 
controlled, he could attack us. And even if Drock isn’t under the Revinir’s control, 
I'm sure she'll send a fleet of dragons after us if she finds out Drock and I tried to 
leave.” 

“It’s Drock’s absence that would clue her in, though, not yours. She knows where 
he is. But she doesn’t know where you are. If you feel like you need to go, you could 
take the volcano network like before.” 

Thisbe thought about that for a moment. “I think Florence was really hoping for 
some help from a dragon, though. Im not enough of a help to make much 
difference alone.” 


“Interesting. A dragon would end fights in a hurry, wouldn’t it?” mused Rohan. 
He reached out and gave Thisbe a quick hug. “Why don’t you get some breakfast 
and keep thinking. I'll be in the weapons room with the others.” 

Thisbe nodded. Rohan left, and she went to the kitchen and prepared a meal, 
thinking deeply about what to do. She wanted to ask Florence for more details, but 
she wasn’t sure how much room she had on the paper or how many words she could 
send. Was anybody dead? Or hurt? What did a civil war look like, exactly? Was the 
mansion still standing? Whose side was everybody on? 

The more she imagined the scene, the more she felt like she should go. Maybe 
there was a way for Drock to sneak away without the Revinir noticing. Or... what 
about the ghost dragons? Perhaps they could at least get Thisbe across the gorge 
and help her find Spike, who could take her to Artimé. If only she could get the 
ghost dragons to come. 

“What a disaster,” Thisbe said under her breath. In her mind, the images that 
had plagued her in the past now seemed like part of her, and the scenes randomly 
flashed at the edges of her sight. One was of ghost dragons flying and marching 
together over the market square. When she’d first seen it, that scene had been a 
vision of the future, Thisbe realized now. Something that hadn't happened yet, as 
opposed to the other images that told part of a story from long ago. Someday 
maybe she’d be able to tell the difference between past and future. And maybe 
understand the premonitions, too. 

As she ate, the images of ghost dragons flipped through her mind. Could 
Gorgrun and Quince help her? And would they? It would be a long, dangerous, and 
potentially fruitless walk to find them in the cavelands. If only she knew what she’d 
done before to call to them. 

She pulled out the message from Florence and studied it, then held her pencil 
poised to respond. But she didn’t write anything. She still didn’t know what to say. 
Should she stay or should she go? With a sigh, she slid the items back into her 
pocket and cleaned up her dishes, then went to find the others and learn more 
about sword fighting. Perhaps she’d have a chance to teach them a few things too. 





A Surprise Visitor 


later, Thisbe and Maiven met again, this time to talk about what was happening in 
Artime. Maiven offered Thisbe support in her decision, whatever it was, but agreed 
that trying to find Drock right now would only serve to antagonize the Revinir and 
send her chasing after them again. They also agreed that the only viable option to 
get Thisbe across the gorge, if she decided to go, was if a ghost dragon would take 
her. But the length of the journey to find them was daunting. 

“It'll take two days on foot at least,” said Maiven. “And dragons will be searching 
everywhere for any sign of you. Perhaps ... I should go.” 

“You?” said Thisbe, alarmed. But the old woman who'd seemed so frail after 
years in the dungeon had regained her strength. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea. 

“No one knows who I am,” the former queen pointed out. “They don’t remember 
me. They think I’m dead. Only some of the dragons might recognize my scent, but 
if theyre under the Revinir’s control, I doubt they'd do something to an old 
woman, whether they recognize my scent or not. Theyre supposed to be looking 
for young people. TIl glide right under their noses.” 

“But who will train us while youre gone?” 

“I was hoping you'd teach everyone some magic at some point to see if anyone in 
our group has untapped natural abilities we can nurture. After all, you had 
something in you—though you might have gotten that from your father’s side of 
the family. But Rohan said you taught him your seek spell, so that may mean there 
is hope for the others.” 


Thisbe considered that. It would definitely make her feel better about leaving 
them if she could teach them a few basics. Things that didn’t require components, 
like invisible hooks and the glass spell, could possibly come in handy. “That’s a 
great idea,” said Thisbe. “And worth a try, at least.” 

“TIl leave after dark, then, unless you tell me otherwise.” 


They practiced hard all day. Maiven would teach them a move, then, while the 
future rulers practiced it, she’d go to her ancient books to try to uncover anything 
that would help them figure out how to take down the Revinir. Then she’d teach 
another move and go back to her books. Thisbe was glad for the refresher course, as 
she'd been so focused on magical-warrior training when she’d been home the last 
time that she hadn't practiced sword fighting at all. She was feeling it too—sore 
muscles everywhere. 

Seeing Maiven puzzle over the books without gleaning any answers was the 
deciding factor for Thisbe. Perhaps Aaron and Fifer and Florence and the others 
had made more progress in Artimé. At the very least, Thisbe knew Florence had 
been working on the obliterate spell, and hopefully this trip home would at least 
afford her the chance to pick up one of those before coming back. 

Because she was definitely coming back. Part of her couldn’t imagine Artime’s 
civil war lasting more than a few days before one side or the other sheepishly 
surrendered or everyone came to their senses. While the people of Artime knew 
how to fight and had done it often, they’d never turned on each other before. And 
they'd always gone reluctantly into battle, only as a last resort. What in the world 
had happened there to make things go this far off track? Maybe it wasn’t as bad as 
Thisbe had first imagined it to be. After all, Florence only said they could use some 
help. She didn’t beg or demand. Though that wasn’t Florence’s way of doing things 
either. 

They broke for the evening meal, and then Maiven went to pack a light bag and 
get ready for her journey to the cavelands. As night fell without a moon in sight, 
Thisbe and the others checked the window locks and drew the curtains tightly 
shut. But when Maiven reappeared, looking ready to go, Prindi let out a scream 
from the back window. 

Rohan turned quickly and gasped. “They've found us! Hide!” 

Pressed up against the glass was the horrifying face of a dragon. 





Teaming Up 
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screaming. Thisbe grabbed heart attack components and peered out through the 
drapes of the front window to see if they were surrounded, while Rohan barred the 
door—not that any of it would do any good against a dragon. 

Maiven drew her sword and stood poised, giving an air of safety to the room, 
and then she narrowed her gaze and looked closer, scrutinizing the shape in the 
shadowy alley behind the house. After a moment she strode toward the window, 
unafraid. 

“Maiven!” said Thisbe sharply. “Be careful!” 

But Maiven kept going until she reached the window. She looked out. And then 
she unhooked the latch and slid the window open. 

The other black-eyed children screamed again, for certainly the former queen 
had lost her mind. But the woman held her hand out to quiet them. “Well, what a 
sight,” she said through the window. “Are you alone?” 

Thisbe’s heart pounded. What was going on? Had Maiven known this dragon 
when she’d been a ruler? 

Maiven stepped aside, then went to the door and opened it wide. 

“Maiven!” Thisbe said again, feeling frantic. “What are you doing?” 

But Thisbe soon realized why her grandmother was acting so strangely. The 
dragon lumbered down the alley to the open door and pressed his nose inside as far 
as it would go, then tilted his head downward against the frame so he could see. 


“It's Gorgrun!” Thisbe exclaimed. She let out a held breath. “Don’t worry, 
everyone. Gorgrun is one of the ghost dragons. He’s safe and not under the 
Revinir’s spell.” 

Rohan came out from behind the sofa and joined Thisbe to greet their old 
friend. “We were just talking about you,” Thisbe said. She reached up tentatively 
and patted the dragon’s bony snout. “How did you know to come?” 

“You called us,” said Gorgrun, who didn’t seem at all annoyed to be explaining 
this for the second time to Thisbe, because he’d probably forgotten. 

“I did?” asked Thisbe, delighted but puzzled. “So there are more of you?” 

“Quince is hiding nearby.” Gorgrun’s nostrils flared, and smoke filled the living 
room. The future rulers waved their hands to try to clear the air. 

“Perhaps you could take a step back, sir,” said Maiven, firmly yet politely. 
Gorgrun obliged, tugging his face out of the doorframe and rattling the house in 
the process. 

Thisbe coughed and fanned the smoke away. She studied the dragon, wondering 
if just by thinking about them in conjunction with the images had been what 
brought them here. “The reason I called you is because I have a huge favor to ask. 
Will you take me to my world across the gorge?” 

“Across the gorge,” said Gorgrun, a puzzled look on his face. “Seems to me I've 
been there before, a long time ago, but I can’t recall who I visited.” 

“Could it have been Pan? The ruler of the sea?” 

“Oh—” said Gorgrun with a start. “Oh my. Yes. It was definitely Pan.” 

Thisbe frowned. “She’s not there anymore. She’s under the Revinir’s spell. I 
haven’t seen her, but she’s in this world.” 

“That’s a pity. One of the finest dragons I know. We'll have to do something 
about her being under the Revinir’s control.” He cleared his throat, making the 
dishes rattle in the cupboards. “Take you across the gorge, you say? Of course I can. 
Pll take you wherever you want to go, if it helps you to someday reclaim this realm 
for the dragons, so I can die.” 

Thisbe thought about the obliterate spells that Florence was working on and her 
desperate need to collect a few of them. “Yes,” she said. “I believe it will help 
significantly. Will you perhaps be willing to help us stop a civil war? Perchance?” 

“I suppose I would,” said Gorgrun. “Quince and I both would be happy to go... 
where again?” 

“To the seven islands. Across the gorge and halfway through that world. Not 
quite as far as the trip to Pan’s island.” She had more questions for him about how 


to defeat the Revinir, but she figured she’d have plenty of time to quiz him on the 
long ride. 

“No problem,” Gorgrun assured her. He looked at the rest of the people in the 
house, most of whom had come out of hiding by now. “We'll take you all if you 
like.” 

“Oh, no—that’s not necessary,” said Thisbe hurriedly. 

But Maiven interrupted. “Actually, Gorgrun, that would be nice.” 

“What?” said Thisbe. “What are you saying? You need to stay here to train and 
fight!” 

Maiven tapped her lips. “We can still do both of those things in transit—and 
isn’t it even better learning to fight on a moving object? Think of the balance skills 
we'll acquire. With our weapons, books, and a few supplies, I believe we can do 
everything we need to do from a dragon’s back.” She paused. “And it sounds like 
your people can really use some help. It will be good training for our group.” 

“But I don’t want anyone here to get hurt,” said Thisbe passionately. “There are 
so few of us left. We must all be very careful.” 

Maiven put her hand on Thisbe’s shoulder and looked into her eyes. “Thisbe,” 
she said quietly. “Our people do not shy away from a fight for justice. That’s our 
nature. And it’s partly why so few of us remain—many of the parents of these 
future leaders died fighting for their rightful land and rulership. To live our lives 
where we look the other way when something isn’t right? That is no life at all.” 

Thisbe was quiet. She looked around at the other solemn faces and was 
surprised to see that they all seemed willing and eager to go along with this sudden 
change of plans. Prindi nodded and stepped forward. “We will help you, Thisbe.” 

Rohan echoed her. Then the others did the same. 

“You are all very noble,” Thisbe said, her eyes shining. “I gratefully accept your 
help. But . . . can we escape here without the Revinir finding out? I can’t have her 
chasing me down again and bringing even more chaos to my land.” 

“Were way ahead of you,” said Gorgrun knowingly. “We haven't used up all of 
our tricks yet. Our ghostlike qualities allow us to make ourselves appear as fog to 
all but the black-eyed rulers if we choose to do so. We activated it at the time we 
left the cavelands. Although all of you can see us as we truly look, no one else has 
detected us—not even your neighbors. We will float past the castle and across the 
gorge in the same manner until we are quite out of sight of anyone in this world.” 

“That couldn’t be more perfect,” said Thisbe, greatly relieved to hear it. 

Maiven smiled. “Then it’s settled—you shall be our Trojan horse.” She turned to 


the future leaders. “Let’s pack up and go before Gorgrun forgets to look like a cloud 
of fog.” 


Thirty minutes later everyone was armed with all the weapons and ancient books 
they could carry. They slipped out into the alley and climbed Gorgrun’s ethereal, 
skeletal tail and nestled on his soft, cloudy back. With his riders hidden in the 
foggy folds of his sagging skin, he moved through the neighborhood like a ghost. At 
the road he took flight, slowly and deftly dodging the cursed, glazed-eyed dragons 
who were out searching for these very same black-eyed people. 

As they passed the castle in the distance, Thisbe sat up and looked at it, feeling 
a pang in her heart. She hadn’t forgotten Dev. Was he there? Or in the dungeon? Or 
perhaps the catacombs? There was nothing they could do for him right now. He’d 
have to figure out how to stay alive on his own until they were ready to go after the 
Revinir and rescue him. “Please be okay, wherever you are,” Thisbe whispered, 
sending the words away on the wind. “We'll be back.” 


From a castle turret, stuck behind a crisscross of rusty iron bars, Dev peered out 
into the darkness and waited for the Revinir to bring him the dragon-bone broth 
she'd threatened him with. It wouldn’t be long before he descended into oblivion 
again. Would Thisbe come to save him in time? Had she figured out where he was? 

As he stared moodily into the darkness, a sliver of moon appeared above the 
treetops. Dev looked closer, then squinted, not quite believing what he was seeing. 
The moon lit up a pair of ghost dragons who carried a party of riders across the 
gorge. With a sinking heart, Dev realized who they must be, and that they were 
escaping without him. 

“Thisbe!” Dev screamed through the bars. But the dragons didn’t turn back. 

He screamed her name again, but to no avail. A rush of air escaped his lungs, 
and then another, until he was sobbing. Devastated, he collapsed against the cool 
stone wall and watched them grow small, feeling an ache in his stomach larger than 
the one caused by Shanti’s death. He’d been abandoned by the ones he'd saved. 

A long time after they were out of sight beyond the mist, Dev dried his tears 
and set his jaw, pressing his mouth in a tight, grim line. He was alone against the 


Revinir. His choices were simple and horrible. He could drink the broth, or die 
fighting the monster. Either way, there was no longer any hope for him. He closed 
his eyes and pressed his back against the stone, welcoming the cold. 


Once across the gorge, while everyone else settled down to sleep, Thisbe pulled the 
note and pencil from Florence out of her pocket and wrote: 


Dear Florence, 
Stay strong. We are coming to help. Please keep Fifer and Aaron safe if you can. I 
can’t bear to lose anyone else. 


—Thisbe 


With a hitch in her breath and a blunt feeling of fear hammering her heart, she 
folded the note along the creases, then tucked the tiny pencil inside. Holding it in 
front of her, she concentrated, then whispered the magical word and sent the 
message soaring across the sky like a shooting star, pointing the way home. 
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Abandoned 


When Dev awoke to a loud slam in the castle turret, the Revinir was standing 
over him, her dragon tail snaking out through the open set of doors. Her eyes 
flashed in anger. Smoke drifted from her nostrils and traveled out the 
window’s iron bars, and flames curled around her teeth and licked her lips. 
Her scales shone iridescent in the moonlight, and her long, curved dragon 
claws gripped tiny vials of broth. 

Dev gasped and scrambled to his feet. He pressed his back against the wall, 
and a sickly wave washed through him. There was nowhere for him to go. 
Through the barred window he could see a great number of dragons in flight, 
circling a little too close for comfort. Some looked in at him with dull eyes— 
they were under the Revinir’s mind control and would attack him at her 
command. 

“Where are they?” the Revinir demanded in a horrible voice. She leaned 
closer. “Where?” Her wretched, fiery breath caused Dev to squint and turn his 
head to one side to protect his eyes. 

His whole body began trembling uncontrollably, and he squirmed against 
the wall, trying to put a little more space between him and the Revinir. He 
knew she was asking about Thisbe and Rohan and the other black-eyed slaves 


who'd managed to escape the catacombs. And he knew they’d fled Grimere on 
the backs of two ghost dragons. Leaving him behind. He didn’t reply. 

“Tell me where Thisbe and Rohan went!” The Revinir loomed closer. 
“Answer me! Did they go to the forest to find the twin? Is Fifer there?” She 
grabbed Dev’s shoulders and shook him. The points of her claws broke his 
skin. 

Dev winced. He was almost as furious at Thisbe for leaving him behind as 
the Revinir was for tricking her and escaping. But Dev wasn’t about to give 
Thisbe up, even after what she'd done. That was out of the question. He yelped 
as the Revinir dug her claws deeper into his shoulder, then yanked himself out 
of the dragon-womar’s grasp. He dropped to the floor and started crawling in 
a wild attempt to slip past her to the doors. But she slammed her foot down 
on his back, flattening him and pressing so hard that he was having trouble 
breathing. He could feel his heartbeat reverberate in his empty stomach as his 
spine sagged under the weight. 

Dev struggled to free his arms, then covered the back of his head to protect 
it. His nose pressed uncomfortably against the sooty, uneven line of mortar 
between the stones, which scraped his tender skin. He gasped and coughed, 
trying to get enough air and sucking in some ash particles left over from the 
recent fire. He couldn't answer the Revinir now even if he wanted to. Gray 
spots formed and floated in his line of sight, and his body began to buck and 
twist on its own, trying to survive. 

That’s really all Dev had fought for every day for as long as he could 
remember. To survive. But this was the first time he felt like he might not 
make it. 

The Revinir whirled, jerking her tail inside the room and reaching for the 
doors she’d entered through. She grabbed them and slammed them shut so 
Dev couldn't escape. Then she lifted her foot. “Don’t try that again,” she said. 

Freed, Dev inhaled a ragged breath and coughed violently. He curled up on 
his side and took in a few more desperate breaths. With each, a searing pain 
cut through his chest, making him wonder if the Revinir had cracked some of 
his ribs. Eventually the gray spots vanished. Dev looked up at the dragon- 
woman, not hiding all the hatred he had in his heart for her. 

“I know how to get you to tell me the truth,” the Revinir muttered. She 
shoved two vials of dragon-bone broth at Dev. “Sit up and drink these. Now!” 


Dev felt his muscles go weak again. He’d known this was coming. Ignoring 
the pain in his chest, he gingerly rolled and sat up. As he did so, he could feel 
the vial of ancestor broth in his pocket. Thisbe had slipped it to him before 
he’d come to the castle. “Just in case,” she’d said. Dev knew it would work as an 
antidote to the dragon-bone broth. The only problem was that once he was 
back under the Revinir’s mind control, he wouldn’t know to take it... and he 
might accidentally confess to her that he had it, which would have horrible 
consequences. Was there any way he could fake drinking the stuff that the 
Revinir was handing him? Or perhaps do some sort of sleight-of-hand trick 
with the one in his pocket? 

He coughed again to buy himself an extra second. The movement brought 
with it another ripping pain in his side. As he made a show of wiping his nose 
and eyes on his sleeve, his other hand went to the pocket and slid the vial out. 
He palmed it, keeping it hidden. 

“Good grief,” said the Revinir with disgust. “Do you have to go on and on 
with your dramatics? There’s no way to avoid this. You're stuck here with me, 
and you'll drink this broth now. Or...” She looked around recklessly, and her 
eyes landed on the window. “Or I'll throw you from this tower to your death. 
Does that help you decide what to do?” She shook the vials and shoved them 
closer to Dev, then attempted a soothing voice that only grated on Dev’s 
nerves even more. “Come, now. You'll feel so much better once it’s done.” 

Dev reached up with his free hand and took the vials. But he needed his 
other hand to uncork them. Panicking, he slid Thisbe’s ancestor broth under 
his leg so the Revinir wouldn't see it and uncorked the first vial. Thinking 
frantically, he realized he should have tried to make the switch when he'd 
taken them from her, not after he’d uncorked them. Now it was too late—it 
would be too obvious. His hands began to tremble. 

“Drink it!” shouted the Revinir, her voice pitching upward and dropping all 
pretense of gentleness. “Or out you go!” She hesitated as the reckless look grew 
more exaggerated on her face. Then she went to the window bars and placed 
both clawed front feet on them. Bracing one giant rear foot against the wall 
for leverage, she yanked hard. With an explosive grunt, she ripped the bars out 
and stumbled backward with them, leaving Dev openmouthed and staring, 
speechless and horrified by her strength. Then the Revinir threw the bars out 
the opening and ducked her head to look out after them, watching them go. 


They made a clatter on the way down, followed by a faint splash into the moat 
far below. 

In the moment of distraction, and with the Revinir looking out the open 
space, Dev regained some of his senses and moved to switch the two corked 
bottles. But with his trembling hands, he bobbled the uncorked one and sent 
it skittering across the floor, leaking dragon-bone broth as it rolled. He 
uttered an oath under his breath. 

The Revinir turned sharply and saw the mess. She snarled at Dev and 
started toward him. “You did that on purpose!” 

“No!” cried Dev. “I didn’t mean to do it! You—you just have me so scared!” 

The Revinir’s face wrinkled in disgust. “Youre such a simpering baby. 
Completely useless to me. Not one person in this world cares about you, 
which does me no good at all. I need an evil one that people care about. This 
isn’t easy!” The Revinir grabbed Dev by the back of his shirt and picked him 
up, shaking him. The two other vials went flying and crashed to the floor, 
shattering. 

The Revinir looked puzzled for a moment as she realized there’d been one 
more vial than what she'd handed him. Then her grip tightened. She lifted Dev 
to eye level and stared at him. “What is going on?” she said in a dark voice. 

Dev held his ribs and didn’t answer. 

“Is the extra one a dose of dragon-bone broth that you should have taken in 
the catacombs? Is that why you aren’t under my spell?” 

Dev froze. “Yes,” he said too quickly. 

The dragon-woman studied him suspiciously. “You're lying,” she said, 
sniffing him. “You sneaky boy.” Still holding him by the shirt, she wrinkled her 
dragonlike snout and bent down to smell the remains of the broken vials, first 
one, then the other. She went back and forth again, stopping on the second. 
“That’s ancestor broth,” she said. “I thought we'd destroyed it all long ago.” 

“There must have been an old one mixed in by mistake—” 

“Lies!” The Revinir shook Dev to silence him. “Did she...?” she wondered 
aloud, her eyes clouded with contempt. But there was reluctant admiration, 
too. 

Dev whimpered in pain. He slumped and didn’t try to lie any further—not 
with him hanging precariously from her grasp. Besides, it wouldn't help. It was 
clear she was already beginning to piece together what Thisbe and Rohan had 
done to break the spells that the black-eyed slaves had been under for the past 


months. It was only a matter of time before she figured it out. The ache in 
Dev’s side throbbed with every movement, every breath. 

“I see what’s happened now.” The Revinir moved to the window, taking Dev 
with her, and sneered, “That little...” She snorted angrily. “I knew it! Thisbe lied 
to me, and I didn’t detect it. The ancestor broth does affect the black-eyed 
slaves. Doesn’t it?” She shook Dev again. “How is she able to trick me?” 

Dev couldnt concentrate on anything she was asking. He could only stare 
out the window at the circling dragons while his stomach tied itself in knots. 
Any second he could be flying out toward death, either from the fall, or from 
one or several dragons tearing him up at the Revinir’s command. 

He squeezed his eyes shut, mentally checking out. Totally giving up as the 
Revinir continued interrogating him. In that moment he realized that not 
only was he about to die, but he'd also just accidentally let the Revinir know 
that the ancestor broth was actually powerful for the right people. He'd 
messed things up for Thisbe and the others. 

It didn’t matter now. They were long gone. “They went to the forest,” Dev 
mumbled, trying to at least throw the dragon-woman off Thisbe’s scent for a 
while. Perhaps it would help a little. But they were all doomed. It didn’t 
matter how powerful Thisbe was. The Revinir was more powerful. She was 
unbeatable. 

“You are all rats,” the Revinir said. “I will find Thisbe Stowe if it’s the last 
thing I do, and youre not going to help her escape this time!” She lifted Dev 
higher and held him above her head. “I don’t need you. Nobody does!” 

“Aaah!” Dev cried. “Help!” As he twisted and screamed, the Revinir let out 
an earsplitting roar. Three images exploded in front of Dev’s eyes. Rushing river 
with a forked tree branch. Palace. Gray man. Then the Revinir threw him, sending 
him sailing out the turret window. 

Three dragons, their mouths open, answered the Revinir’s call and swooped 
in. 





No Longer Alone 


landing in a dragon’s mouth wasn’t at all comfortable, but for a split second 
Dev felt relief: At least he wasn’t falling anymore. Then a double row of sharp 
teeth pierced the skin of his back and another double row clamped down over 
his chest, and his fear of imminent death returned. On top of that, the 
flashing images were disorienting, and he could feel the pull of the horrible 
dragon-woman’s roar. Luckily, he'd avoided drinking the dragon-bone broth 
and was not under her mind control. It wasn’t much of a victory to hold on to, 
but it was something. 

With his head hanging outside the dragon’s mouth, Dev tugged and 
twisted, trying to unhook his body and clothing from the sharp teeth and 
jump out before the dragon really crunched down. He thought he had a 
chance of survival if he got away now and landed in the moat. 

But the dragon pressed firmly enough to immobilize Dev despite his 
struggles. Frightful, uncontrollable sobs of fear and pain and panic escaped the 
boy’s chest. But after a while they stopped, replaced by a sense of despair and 
numbness. It was almost as if the dragon were paralyzing not only his limbs, 
but also his brain. Had he been poisoned by the dragon's bite? Was this what it 


felt like to approach death? When would the creature press harder and 
pulverize Dev’s bones into tiny pieces? 

He closed his eyes and let his head loll back. The wind sliced through his 
dark brown hair and whistled around his ears. Heat from the dragon's throat 
made his skin burn. His legs, back, and chest ached where the dragon’s teeth 
had pierced him, and blood soaked into his clothing. The thought crossed his 
mind that he might bleed to death before the dragon decided to eat him. 
Maybe that wasn’t all bad. It seemed like a less violent way to die. 

After a while, Dev lost consciousness. 


The dragon flew on. 





Across the Sea 


[Rete wereionientswhen Thisbe Stowe tele likeshewas on holiday: training 
with swords on the back of a pillowy ghost dragon who was flying leisurely 
through the night over a beautiful green sea. She loved the zing and clash of 
the metal and the way the muscles in her back and shoulders were on fire for 
being alive. She respected the instinctive connection between her brain and 
her hands that took over when she was sparring with the other black-eyed 
children. She had a knack for traditional combat—even Kaylee Jones had said 
so once. Navigating the cushiony surface of the dragon and keeping balance 
while speeding along made the workout even tougher and more satisfying. 

But the joy of it all couldnt take Thisbe’s mind off the many problems at 
hand. She was plagued by the guilt of leaving Dev behind—unrelenting 
questions about his status pounded between her ears and twisted her insides. 
It was wrenching not knowing where he was or how much danger he was in. 
Sure, he was clever and scrappy and had managed to survive a lot of terrible 
situations. But was he fierce enough to keep himself alive in the presence of 
the Revinir, who was growing more powerful by the day? And had he realized 


yet that Thisbe and the others had abandoned him? How would that make 
him feel? The knot of guilt and worry tightened in her stomach. 

Thisbe also feared for the state of Artimé—Florence had told her in the 
new send spell that their beloved magical land, once safe and carefree and 
filled with loving people, was somehow in the midst of a civil war. A civil war! 
It seemed so unfathomable that it was hard for Thisbe to picture it, even 
though she'd witnessed some of Frieda Stubbs’s shenanigans. How had things 
escalated so quickly and violently? 

Added to that, and looming large at the top of everyone’s list of worries, 
was the threat of the Revinir being able to find them anywhere they went. 
How long before the dragon-woman would have full control of the land of the 
dragons? And when would she come looking for them? No one knew where 
she would strike next. And few knew how far the land stretched beyond 
Grimere and the palace where Ashguard the curmudgeon was rumored to have 
lived. Thisbe made a mental note to ask Maiven about it later. 

And then there was Fifer. Thoughts of her twin brought a deeply unsettled 
feeling. Their relationship had become frayed in the past months. It was 
practically in tatters. And Thisbe had snuck away with Drock without telling 
Fifer—without saying good-bye. Everything about that felt awful. What if 
something terrible was happening to Fifer in Artimé now... and she and 
Thisbe hadn’t patched things up between them? It would be just like what had 
happened with Alex. A wave of nausea went through her, and she had to take 
a moment to catch her breath. 

While Thisbe was dwelling on all of these problems, another one came 
ringing in their ears. Everyone but Rohan and Maiven Taveer froze in the 
middle of combat practice. They simultaneously cringed and looked in the 
same direction, behind them at the land of the dragons. Maiven glanced 
curiously at Thisbe. “What's happening? Is it the Revinir?” 

Thisbe nodded. She squeezed her eyes shut as images of Grimere’s fraught 
history pounded her mind. Her scales stood up sharply. “She sent out a dragon 
call again. I wonder who for this time. I hope it’s not us.” The Revinir’s roar 
could be heard by anyone who'd drunk at least one vial of dragon-bone broth. 
She looked at Prindi, Reza, Asha, and the others. “Is everyone okay?” 

“Do you think she discovered were gone?” asked Reza, a bit fearful. 


Prindi nodded. “That’s what I think.” 


“Or she’s done something with Dev,” said Thisbe. Guilt pounded her again, 
and she wished she could stop the horrible way it felt. “What if he’s told her 
our plan and she’s angry?” 

“He hardly knew the plan,” Rohan pointed out. “And I don’t think he’d do 
that if he could help it.” 

“You don’t know Dev like I do,” said Thisbe, but then she cringed and felt 
even more terrible for saying it. 

“Thisbe,” Rohan chided. 

“I know,” said Thisbe quietly. “Dev wouldn't willingly do anything to harm 
us.” 

“He might have inadvertently given us up, but you have to remember who 
he’s stuck dealing with. I couldn’t guarantee I'd keep any secrets if I were face- 
to-face with the Revinir.” He turned and quickly translated the gist of the 
conversation to the black-eyed children, who didn’t have a solid grasp on 
Thisbe’s language. 

“What if she comes after us?” asked Asha in the common language of 
Grimere. 

Thisbe, who was learning to speak it, could understand some of the girl's 
words and figured out what she was asking. She answered haltingly in the 
same language. “We will fight her.” 

Asha looked solemnly at Thisbe. “We'll die.” 

“No we won't!” said Thisbe. In her haste to combat Asha’s fears, she slid 
back into her familiar tongue. “We can’t talk like that. Besides, I don’t see 
anyone coming behind us. Do you?” She turned to the ghost dragon flying 
beside them. “Quince, can you detect anyone following us?” 

Quince’s huge head pivoted to glance behind them as he flew. He stared for 
a long moment; then his eyes narrowed. “What am I looking for?” 

“To see if the Revinir is following,” Thisbe reminded him gently. 

“Right. No, there’s no one behind us. No one following.” 

“Thank you,” said Thisbe, then turned to Maiven. “We'll fight, won't we?” 
she asked the queen. 

“We most definitely will,” said the stately woman, her back rigid and chin 
lifted defiantly. “So we should be prepared for anything. If youre ready, let’s 
run this again.” 

Maiven Taveer, who once reigned as the military commander and queen of 
Grimere—and still did, according to this group—was also the Stowe children’s 


maternal grandmother. In the time after her lengthy captivity, she'd returned 
to her family’s abandoned home outside Dragonsmarche, where she’d stashed 
many of her important belongings back when things had started looking 
dangerous for her in Grimere. She’d discovered them unharmed under layers 
of dust. 

Now she was dressed in her old commander uniform: a charcoal-colored 
military jacket and pants with tall black boots. A bandolier hung from each of 
her shoulders crosswise, making an X over her body, front and back. The 
bandoliers held nearly a dozen weapons. Perched on her head was a purple felt 
cap with a small visor, and in one hand she carried a swagger stick to help her 
keep balance when the dragon ride got rough. Maiven looked smart and tough 
as she tirelessly trained the future rulers. There was little resemblance left to 
the feeble old woman Thisbe had known in the dungeon. Once freed, Maiven 
had quickly regained her strength. Only her wise words, soothing voice, and 
white hair in a thick plait down her back reminded Thisbe that this was the 
same person she'd met in that dark cell. 

Thisbe smoothed down the scales on her arms and studied the others, who 
wore expressions of fear and fatigue. “Perhaps we should take a break first,” 
she said, and sheathed her sword. “And try to sleep. All right, Maiven?” 

“Of course, my dear.” 

Thisbe was the best swordsperson of all the former slaves, having had years 
of training in Artimé. First she'd studied stage combat with Samheed Burkesh, 
the theater instructor, and then she'd taken general sword fighting classes and 
trained privately with Florence. Rohan was slightly better than the others as 
hed had more time to get used to carrying the weapon after escaping the 
catacombs with Thisbe. But he was still no match for her. 

As Gorgrun continued flying, Thisbe sat down for a chance to catch her 
breath. She looked out in front of them to try to gauge their location, but it 
was difficult in the dark. She’d made this journey several times by now and 
knew that the Island of Fire would be the first island they’d come to, halfway 
into the trip. But the ghost dragons weren't very fast fliers, so it would be a 
while. 

As the group rested, Thisbe mentioned the islands they’d be passing and 
told the others about the volcano transportation system. She explained how 
the one in the crater lake west of Grimere worked in conjunction with this 
one. Then she and Rohan laid out their theory about the meteors that had hit 


the land, causing multiple problems for the people of Grimere decades before 
and creating the crater lake. Maiven knew all about the meteors, but she had 
been surprised to learn of the unusual undersea workings of the volcano. She 
knew nothing of the Revinir’s initial journey through the volcanos years ago, 
when she was known as Queen Eagala. No one else seemed to know much 
about it either. The sneaky dragon-woman had managed to keep that a secret. 


DKK 


They slept a few hours, then woke at sunrise and sparred some more. When 
they took another break, Maiven asked Thisbe and Rohan, “Do you suppose 
the second meteor struck in this sea and became the impetus for the Island of 
Fire volcano?” 

“Tve never read about that happening in our history books,” said Thisbe, 
who wasn’t sure what “impetus” meant, but she could guess based on the rest 
of the conversation. “Though that would explain the connection.” She told 
them how the people of Quill hadn’t been allowed to write anything down or 
tell stories for many decades because of High Priest Justine’s heavy-handed 
rule and fear of creativity, so much of their history had been lost. 

“There would have to have been several more meteors to create all of the 
volcano portals you mentioned going past,” Rohan mused. He took a swig of 
water from his canteen and wiped his lips on the cuff of his sleeve. “We only 
know of two from our books, but just the one volcano formed.” 

“The other place we ended up in felt like a totally different world, 
unconnected from us,” Thisbe explained. “It seems to me like no one around 
here would have known if a meteorite had struck there and formed some sort 
of volcano.” She shuddered. “I don’t really have any desire to go back to hang 
out with that giant eel.” 

“Giant eel?” asked Maiven. 

Thisbe described the gray world for Maiven and told her what had 
happened there. “The eels have been in these waters too. They must travel 
through the volcanos. But that lake in the gray world seemed like it might be 
their home base. There wasn’t anything else alive around there that we could 
see, except for some plants.” 


Maiven furrowed her brow. “I don’t wish to visit that world, thank you,” she 
said. “We have enough darkness in our own right now to contend with.” She 
tapped her lips, then murmured, “We need tea.” A moment later Reza was 
heating up a tin vessel of water with his fiery breath for Maiven to make tea. 
Everyone took a moment to refresh and rejuvenate while enjoying the scenery. 

Rohan wore a thoughtful look. “Maiven,” he said, “when the Revinir had us 
and the dragons working together in the castle while under her mind control, 
did that mean the proper leaders had taken over Grimere again? And if so, 
why didn’t the ghost dragons die?” 

“Clearly not,” said Maiven. “As Gorgrun and Quince might be able to tell 
you, the true leaders will only be able to retake control when the black-eyed 
humans and the dragons are in their fully functioning minds. Then the 
dragons must choose a leader.” 

“And what about the black-eyed people?” asked Prindi. “Do they choose a 
leader too?” 

“We already have one,” said Rohan. “Maiven Taveer is our queen.” 

Prindi was abashed. “I meant to ask if there was a process or ritual for the 
official choosing,” she said quietly. 

Maiven reached over and took the girl’s hand, smiling warmly. “I 
understood what you meant. Yes, there will be an official declaration by all of 
us. And you don’t need to choose me.” 

No one could imagine choosing anyone else. Rohan clarified: “So there can 
be no retaking of the land of the dragons by the two proper ruling bodies 
unless the dragons and black-eyed families, in their sound minds, have made 
their choices?” 

“That's correct,” said Maiven. “But there’s one more step. The dragon ruler 
and the human ruler must approve of each other, too, and pledge to work 
together.” 

The children nodded, glad to finally understand how things worked. “I 
don’t think the Revinir knows all of that,” said Thisbe. “And nobody had 
better tell her. It’s a relief that she can’t just take over as the ruling dragon like 
she seems to be focused on doing.” 

“Nobody would vote for her,” said Gorgrun, who had been listening. “Not 
once they find out what she did to them.” 

“Ours is a good system of checks and balances,” said Maiven. “And it can be 
a wonderful process, finding new leaders from all corners of our land.” 


That reminded Thisbe of the other question she had for Maiven about what 
lay beyond the land of the dragons. But Maiven dabbed the corners of her 
mouth and stood up. “Back at it,” she said cheerfully, like she enjoyed every 
moment of the training. “Afterward Thisbe will teach us a few magical spells.” 


»Yy«K« 


They continued training until their arms shook and their muscles could take 
no more. Thisbe tried and failed to put her other fears and worries aside—in 
fact, the closer they got to Artime, the more fear she felt in her gut about 
Fifer. Thisbe had experienced a lot of things going wrong in her life by now, 
and a certain feeling of dread remained present most of the time. After having 
a couple of things go right for once in the past few days, Thisbe could only 
imagine that her luck would soon turn bad again. And the memory of Alex 
and being at odds with him when he'd died weighed heavily. The thought of 
losing another sibling in the same manner was becoming all-consuming. 

When at last they put their weapons down and settled in to learn about 
magic, Thisbe shoved her concerns to the back of her mind—she had to focus 
and get this nonmagical team ready to fight in a magical land. She rummaged 
around the supplies for a specific box she’d packed, which contained craft-type 
items from Maiven’s house, like paper and colored pencils and extra dragon 
scales and feathers and even a few colorful jewels that had been lying about. 
As she passed the items around, Thisbe instructed the future rulers to create 
small gifts for each other so they could learn to send seek spells. 

Once gifts were constructed and exchanged, Thisbe taught the others how 
to concentrate on the person who'd given them the gift, and then she 
demonstrated with Rohan. By evening, all of them had succeeded with 
Artime’s simplest spell. 

Under the moonlight, Maiven lit a lantern and turned to her books, while 
Thisbe went with the others to the tail end of Gorgrun and taught them how 
to throw a glass spell. After much effort, Rohan, Prindi, Asha, and Reza all 
managed to do that as well. While Rohan worked with the remaining ones on 
the glass spell, Thisbe moved on to teach invisible hooks. Though they didn’t 
need light for this spell, since it was invisible, it was nevertheless a hard one to 
demonstrate, for they were in constant motion and there was no solid wall at 


which to throw the hooks—only Gorgrun’s cloudlike body. After casting, 
they'd have to get down on their knees and slide their hands from side to side, 
looking for the hook. And though the old dragon didn’t seem to mind being 
struck with spells, they were still difficult to find after a successful throw. 

Next Thisbe pulled her precious components from her pockets. She only 
had a few left. But knowing she'd be able to stock up again once she reached 
Artime, she quickly went through the specifications for each spell, including 
the verbal component for each—being careful, of course, not to teach any 
lethal iterations of the spells. She demonstrated scatterclips, using Rohan as a 
fake enemy and sending him flying past Maiven and sticking into the back of 
Gorgrun’s neck. Rohan went so deep into the pillowy softness that he almost 
disappeared, and for a moment in the darkness Thisbe worried that he'd flown 
completely off the dragon’s back. But she didn’t hear a splash, and he soon 
shouted for help, so Thisbe quickly located him and showed the others how to 
release a spell. Rohan emerged from the ethereal dragon skin and began to 
breathe more easily. 

With their first full day of slower-than-usual travel behind them, Maiven 
studied late into the night by candlelight. Thisbe’s worries quickly resurfaced. 
She found herself dwelling on Fifer, hoping she was okay, and wondering what 
she might say to her when they met again. Was Fifer as angry with Thisbe as 
Thisbe had been with her? Should she wait for Fifer to apologize for being 
weird and awful? Because Fifer was the one who'd basically caused all the 
problems between them—at least that was how Thisbe felt. Relationships were 
hard, even with identical twins. Thisbe stared at the sky, trying to sort her 
jumbled thoughts and ease her mind. 

The other black-eyed teenagers went to sleep, knowing that the next day 
they needed to train even more. Soon they would arrive in a strange land and 
might need their hastily learned skills to break up a civil war. 





Civil War 


The sun tose in Artimé, revealing that Frieda Stubbs and her supporters had 
clearly lost their minds. They were slowly but surely destroying the mansion 
and the property surrounding it, and terrorizing the Artiméans who didn’t 
join them in their way of thinking. 

Fifer Stowe was certainly losing her mind too, watching what Frieda’s 
people were doing and knowing all of this was happening in the name of her 
dead brother, Alex... and her living one, Aaron. After watching from afar on 
the Island of Legends following a trip to Warbler to research Queen Eagala’s 
past, Fifer and Sky set out for the shore of Artimé in Scarlet’s skiff. They'd 
hesitated to return, knowing Fifer’s life was in danger after Frieda Stubbs’s 
reckless threats. But they couldn’t stay away while their friends were in the 
midst of the fight. They sat in the boat for a few moments, taking in the 
puzzling and frightening scene, looking for allies, and trying to decide how 
best to go about helping. 

One of the worst parts of it all was how disorganized and muddled 
everything seemed to be. Fifer had experienced and led battles before, and it 
had always been obvious who the enemy was. Whether it was the green- and 


blue-uniformed soldiers or the Revinir herself, there was no mistaking friend 
or foe. But here? There were no identifying uniforms. No line drawn down the 
middle of Artime’s lawn separating the Frieda Stubbs supporters from the 
Aaron Stowe supporters, so that people could see who stood with whom. 

There was definitely a visible small contingent on the lawn that Fifer and 
Sky knew they could trust: Aaron Stowe, the Ranger-Holiday family, Samheed 
and Lani Burkesh-Haluki. Henry and Thatcher Haluki and their children, 
Ibrahim and Clementi and the rest. Sky’s brother, Crow, and Scarlet from 
Warbler. And Claire Morning and Gunnar Haluki from Quill. Statues 
Florence and Ms. Octavia, of course. But where was Simber? And who else was 
with them? What methods were they using to determine who to attack? 
Maybe they were merely defending themselves and going solely after Frieda 
Stubbs. 

“Do you see her?” Sky asked, holding her hand up to shield her eyes from 
the bright sunrise and peering at the mansion and lawn. 

“Who do you mean?” asked Fifer. “Frieda?” 

“Yes.” 

“All I can see,” said Fifer angrily, “is our precious mansion being torn to 
shreds by people who have clearly become an unruly and dangerous mob. It’s 
bad enough when I go around breaking all the windows accidentally. But this 
is a brawl, inside and out. Look there, through the front windows. Dining 
chairs scattered in the entryway, glass everywhere, statues hobbling around 
with broken limbs.” She shook her head. “Where do we start?” 

“I could really use a weapon,” Sky said. She didn’t use much magic. “I’m 
feeling pretty vulnerable here without one. I have my dagger,” she said, patting 
the sheath at her hip, “but I think a sword would be a little more helpful.” 

“Samheed keeps tons of extra swords in the theater—all the ones that used 
to belong to the pirates that you fought off years ago. Shall we try to get 
there?” Fifer eyed the path to the mansion. “I think we have a decent chance if 
we can make it to the tubes.” 

The three main tubes in the mansion werent too far inside the entryway. 
‘They were positioned to the right of the staircase, on the wall between the 
hospital ward and the dining room. There was no telling what or who would 
be blocking Fifer and Sky’s path to them, though. “Let’s go for it,” said Sky, 
swinging a leg over the edge of the boat and dangling it above the shallow 
water. “Right now, before the doorway gets blocked.” 


Fifer nodded. “I'll lead in case we get attacked.” She checked her vest 
pockets for components, then climbed out of the skiff. Sky hopped out right 
behind her. Fifer used a magical anchor on the boat, and the two sloshed the 
short distance to land, hoping the dissenters were too busy being horrible to 
notice them. Keeping their heads down, they snaked between skirmishes and 
made it to the main entrance of the mansion. Fifer pushed open the door and 
peered inside, with Sky looking over her shoulder. They both gasped at the 
ruinous mess. 

The black-and-white marble floors were covered with debris. Chandeliers 
had crashed to the floor, and the tiki statue was pinned beneath one of them. 
The bannisters leading up the elegant staircase were broken in places and 
hanging precariously. The two heavy marble pedestals, which Florence and 
Simber sometimes stood upon to keep an eye on everything on both floors, 
were toppled over and cracked. In the dining room, tables were upended, and 
there was broken glass everywhere. The hospital ward was teeming with 
walking wounded, but no one was there to help them. 

“Oh dear,” whispered Fifer, moving inside. “Quick—let’s free the tiki.” She 
and Sky ran for the poor statue, whose top head had a nasty gash in the wood. 
Together they lifted the fixture off him and shoved it aside, then helped him 
up to his base. 

“Thank you,” said the tiki. He shuddered, and tiny bits of glass from the 
chandelier fell off his head. 

“Florence should be able to fix your injury once things settle down,” Fifer 
told him. 

“Is it very bad?” the statue asked, turning all six of his eyes toward the gash 
but not quite able to see it. 

“Oh yes,” Fifer assured him, for she knew the tiki statue was quite dramatic. 
“You'll have a big story to tell the others.” 

Rattled, yet pleased, the statue nodded his appreciation. He moved away 
and into Ms. Octavia’s classroom to hide. 

Through the broken windows, Fifer could hear Frieda Stubbs on the lawn 
bellowing to anyone who would listen. “The Revinir is an enormous, evil, 
dragon-monster, as big as a real dragon!” she shouted, even though she'd never 
seen the Revinir and had no idea of her size. “She killed our beloved Alex 
Stowe, and now she’s after the rest of the Stowe siblings. I drove her away once 


before, but ’m warning you—she'll return and come after all of us if you don’t 
listen to me!” 

Fifer and Sky exchanged sickened glances. Frieda had clearly taken her 
fearmongering up a notch in the days since they'd last been here. And despite 
Frieda’s dubious claims, people were listening. Fifer scanned the area quickly, 
then started toward the tubes. “We'll deal with her after we have weapons. 
Come on. These tubes seem unharmed.” 

Sky followed. 

Once inside the first one, though, Fifer discovered all the buttons had been 
smashed to bits, as if someone had taken a magical sledgehammer and 
assigned it to the control panel. There was one person she could think of who 
had a fondness for that new component: Frieda Stubbs. She’d used several of 
them to break down a wall in her apartment in order to make it bigger after 
she became head mage. 

Fifer moved to check the middle tube and saw the same thing had 
happened to it. “Oh no,” she breathed. “What is Frieda trying to do?” 

“Here,” said Sky, going to the third one. “This one looks intact. Thank 
goodness.” She stepped in, making room for Fifer so they could stick together, 
and pushed the button that would take them to the theater. In an instant they 
were swept into quiet darkness, and in another instant they were inside the 
dimly lit auditorium. 

Fifer exited the tube and looked up, expecting to see hundreds of swords 
and other weapons lining the walls, like they'd been for as long as Fifer could 
remember. But all the weapons were gone—not a single one remained. “Wh- 
what?” she sputtered, looking all around. “Where are they?” 

“Oh no!” Sky lamented. “Frieda’s been here. I was suspicious when I saw all 
the people on the lawn with swords—that seemed like a lot. It looks like 
Frieda has taken them all.” She wrinkled her nose, consternated. “Any other 
ideas?” 

“Backstage!” Fifer said. “I know where there’s one.” She took off down the 
sloping aisle, her steps echoing in the empty space, and leaped up the stairs 
two at a time and onto the stage. There she fumbled with the heavy velvet 
curtains, looking for the center opening. Once through, she began feeling her 
way in the darkness. When she hit the solid wall of the prop room exterior, she 
slid her hand sideways to locate the doorframe, then fumbled for the 


doorknob. Finding it, she swung open the door and flipped on the light to 
make the path easier for Sky to navigate. 

Fifer saw something move out of the corner of her eye. “Aah!” she cried. 

A man with a peg leg and a ship captain's hat blinked back at her. He drew 
his sword. “Arrr,” he growled. “Move away!” 

“Captain Ahab—I’m Fifer Stowe!” Fifer exclaimed, eyeing his sword and 
raising her hand, ready to throw a component at him if necessary. “Please don’t 
hurt me.” 

Sky’s footsteps approached, and a moment later she reached Fifer. “Oh!” she 
said when she saw the statue’s weapon raised, but then she relaxed. “Hello, sir. 
I haven't seen you in a long time.” 

“Yaaar,” said Captain Ahab. “Where is she?” 

Fifer frowned. “You mean Frieda Stubbs?” 

“I mean the whale! Where’s that beautiful blue whale?” 

“Not this again,” Sky muttered. “Hey, Captain, Spike Furious is far away at 
sea doing good deeds, but she most certainly sends her love. And... could I 
please borrow your sword for a while?” 

“Please,” Fifer added earnestly. “It’s very important. Were trying to save 
Artimé.” 

“From pirates?” 

“No,” said Fifer, faltering. “From... ourselves. Or so it seems.” 

The old captain statue snarled obstinately, then seemed to soften. After a 
moment he lowered the sword, then stumped over to Sky and handed it to 
her. 

“Thank you,” said Sky earnestly. “We'll bring it back.” 

“And we'll tell Spike you asked about her,” said Fifer. Sky and Fifer filed 
out, with Fifer switching off the light and closing the prop room door before 
the captain could growl at them again. 

“Where is Spike, anyway?” asked Sky as they carefully retraced their steps 
in the dark. 

“Lhasa told me that Spike spotted Issie’s baby in our world again. So she 
and Talon and Issie have gone searching for her. If they can’t find her in our 
sea, they’re going to try the volcano network.” She frowned and reached for 
the opening in the curtain. “It would be nice to have Talon’s help right now, 
but I guess I can’t blame them for going after Isobel since she’s been lost for 
seven hundred years.” 


“Brave to go into the volcanos,” murmured Sky. “Can you picture Spike 
Furious being spit out of a volcano and doing a big belly flop in a different 
world?” 

“I just hope all the volcanos are in water,” said Fifer, “or she'll be in trouble.” 
As they went through the curtain opening, the painting of the giant set of 
doors on the back wall, which was mostly just for decoration, pushed out 
slightly and became a three-dimensional, usable door. That meant that 
someone had just put up Ms. Octavia’s magical 3-D drawing to allow one of 
the large statues access to the theater. Three-D doors were very difficult to 
produce, but they were crucial for statues like Simber and Florence, who 
couldn’t fit inside the tube. 

Fifer and Sky squinted from the overhead spotlight’s glare and watched to 
see who was using it. The door opened and Simber appeared. 

“Pll be back shorrrtly,” the stone cheetah said over his shoulder as he 
entered. 

“Search everywhere!” called Frieda Stubbs from the other side, but Fifer 
couldn’t see her. She and Sky scrambled back behind the curtain in case the 
new head mage was following Simber inside. 

Simber growled low, annoyed, and kept coming. The 3-D door swung shut 
behind him, and he lumbered down the aisle. “Anybody in herrre?” He 
sampled the air. “If so, you might not want to tell me.” He stopped and snifted 
again. “Fiferrr? Is that you?” 

Fifer and Sky emerged from behind the curtain and went down the stage 
steps. 

Simber spotted them and started toward them. “What arrre you doing in 
herrre? You'rrre in dangerrr!” 

“Hi, Simber,” said Fifer, moving swiftly up the aisle with Sky coming 
behind her. “What’s going on here? Everything is in an uproar! Sky and I 
returned from Warbler and saw the fighting on the lawn. And we heard Frieda 
saying some pretty horrible lies. We snuck inside to get Sky a sword—” 

“Stop,” the big cat muttered. “Don’t tell me anything morrre.” 

Fifer reached the winged-cheetah statue and pulled short of giving him a 
hug. “What? Why?” 

“Because I worrrk forrr Frrrieda now! You know this.” 

“But, Simber, I—” She let out an exasperated breath. “That doesn’t affect 
our friendship, does it? What are you saying? Did she order you to, like, attack 


us or something?” 

“Fiferrr,” said Simber. His eyes darted uneasily around the shadows of the 
auditorium. “You need to get out of herrre. You'rrre not safe. Find Aarrron and 
tell him to leave too. Go to the Island of Shipwrrrecks. You too, Sky—all of 
you. Life herrre has changed in an instant. And I fearrr it’s neverrr going to be 
the same again.” 

Fifer stared, horrified and mystified by Simber’s words and struck by the 
heavyheartedness in his voice. “But—” 

Just then a scraping sound came from the back wall. A moment later the 
huge double doors flattened and returned to being a painting. The three of 
them stared. “What just happened?” asked Sky. “Did Frieda take the drawing 
down?” 

Simber let out an angry roar, then charged toward the painting. He 
stopped short of slamming into the wall and shouted, “Put that drrrawing 
back up! Frrrieda! The doorrr!” 

But it was to no avail—whoever had taken it down wasn’t actually on the 
other side of the wall. They were somewhere in the physical mansion, far away. 
Simber let out another roar, which shook the seats and made the stage curtain 
tremble. “Come back herrre!” he shouted. 

“What's happening?” Fifer whispered to Sky. 

“I don’t know,” said Sky, “but I think someone accidentally locked Simber 
in here.” 

“We'll get help,” Fifer said to Simber. “Just sit tight. We'll find the 3-D 
drawing and put it back up while you... do whatever it is you are supposed to 
be doing in here.” 

Simber let out another angry, bloodcurdling roar. 

Fifer covered her ears. “It’s going to be fine!” 

“No it isn’t!” shouted Simber. “You don’t underrrstand. She’s done this on 
purrrpose.” He began pacing behind the back row of seats. “Just... go. Get out 
of herrre.” 

“She— On purpose?” said Fifer. “I’m sorry, Simber—what?” 

Simber turned as his angry expression morphed into one of defeat. “Tm 
surrre of it. Frrrieda locked me in herrre so I wouldn’t join Aarrron’s side— 
yourrr side. She trrricked me. Earrrlierrr I admitted to herrr that I would have 
a difficult time harrrming any of the people on Aarrron’s team. So she sent me 


herrre to see if anyone was hiding. It was a trrrap, don’t you see? And now I’m 
stuck, unable to do anything. My head mage doesn’t trrrust me.” 

“Oh, Simber,” said Sky. “I mean, does that really matter? She’s your head 
mage, but she’s horrible. Why do you care that she doesn’t trust you?” 

“Tm so... conflicted,” Simber moaned. “I was crrreated to serrrve the head 
mage... but... she’s...” The statue growled angrily again, then said, “This is 
Aarrronr’s fault for handing herrr the rrrobe.” He broke into a gallop along the 
wall in frustration, even though he knew that wouldnt solve anything. Finally 
he skidded to a stop and sank to the floor, giving up. “Please listen to me. Get 
out of herrre now beforrre she finds you.” 

“But what about you?” asked Fifer, distressed. 

“VI be fine,” said Simber. He stared at the floor for a long moment. “Just... 
stay safe and tell Florrrence I’m sorrry.” He sniffed, then looked up. “And if 
you surrrvive, don’t forrrget me in herrre when this is all overrr.” 





Shalen; Fifer and Sky left Simber in the theater and returned to the mansion 
via the tube. Hearing a crowd in the vast entryway, they crept over to the 
bottom of the staircase, keeping their faces hidden behind the large baluster 
that still stood, although precariously, and peered around it. Then they heard a 
familiar, unpleasant voice—Frieda Stubbs was gearing up to speak to her 
people, most of whom were gathered in the large open space. Fifer and Sky 
looked through the spindles and listened. They could see the 3-D door drawing 
rolled up at her feet. 

“Greetings, my good people,” Frieda began. “As you are all becoming aware, 
the remaining Stowes are a menace to our island. I’ve been aware of this for 
years, because I knew their mysterious mother better than anyone.” She 
narrowed her eyes. “Nadia Stowe was not the quiet, demur Necessary she 
appeared to be. She was a pirate who snuck into our world. Her children, 
except for Alex, are worse than she ever was. I tolerated them through all of 
Aaron’s disastrous choices, through Fifer and Thisbe’s uncontrollable and 
dangerous dark magic. I trusted Alex to rein them in, and he did his best. 
Unfortunately, the girls stirred up a bee’s nest far bigger than anyone ever 


imagined in the land of the dragons. And when Alex died, killed by the evil 


Revinir, this situation escalated. Now the three remaining siblings have 
brought danger to Artimé—more danger than this island has ever seen.” 

The group was utterly silent, taking in this revelation. 

Frieda continued. “Against Alex’s wishes, the twin girls engaged with the 
Revinir, ruler of the land of the dragons. They set off a chain of events that 
will eventually destroy Artimé. And Quill. And our entire world.” 

Several people scoffed. Surely she was exaggerating. 

Frieda’s most ardent supporters shushed the doubters, and the head mage 
went on. “Hear me out,” she said, sounding deceptively rational for once. 
“Thisbe and Fifer awakened a beast. This Revinir isn’t the woman Alex sent 
packing back when she was Queen Eagala—not anymore. Now she has 
transformed into a dragon-monster. She’s got all of the other dragons from far 
and wide under her command, even our own dragons, which is also the Stowes’ 
fault—they’ve left us with no allies who can fight this army. Plus, the Revinir is 
furious at Thisbe and Fifer.” 

Fifer frowned from behind the bannister. Well, she’s angry at Thisbe, anyway, 
she thought, but that was a minor inaccuracy compared to all of the other 
exaggerations and lies Frieda was telling. But that wasn’t even the point! The 
issue wasn’t that the Revinir was angry at them. It was that she wanted to 
abduct and control Thisbe. The dragon-woman didn’t seem to care about Fifer 
at all. But Frieda was making things up to convince her supporters that Fifer 
was dangerous to have around too. Fifer didn’t like it. She wrinkled her nose 
and pushed up on her tiptoes to try to see better. 

Sky pulled her back down and gave her a warning look. 

“As you know, the Revinir was on her way here. I scared her away once. But 
with Fifer and Aaron skulking around, you can bet she'll return with her fleet 
of bloodthirsty dragons.” She paused briefly to let the words sink in, then 
asked, “Do you know what we have to do to make sure that doesn’t happen?” 
She looked sidelong at a man named Garrit who often accompanied her, as if 
to give him a cue to speak up. 

“Get rid of the Stowes!” cried Garrit, pumping his fist in the air. “Sacrifice 
them to save our world!” 

Frieda’s other crewmembers repeated the cry. 

The rest of the people stared at Frieda and her staunchest supporters with 
drawn faces and open mouths. Some of them nodded fearfully. “We don’t want 


that Revinir beast to come back,” said someone from the crowd. “Dragons?” 
said another. “We can’t fight dragons!” 

“If the Revinir comes back, why can’t we just throw Fifer and Aaron at 
her?” asked one of the skeptical ones. 

“We don’t want that monster anywhere near our land!” said another. “Do 
you really trust a dragon-monster to take just those two? What if she’s not 
satisfied with that? I’m not willing to chance it. Let’s do away with the Stowes 
now, before it’s too late!” 

Fifer sucked in a breath. She could hardly believe what she was hearing. 
Some of the people calling to do away with her were acquaintances she’d been 
friendly with all her life—or at least that’s how Fifer had seen their 
interactions. Maybe they'd always been scared of her magic. 

“Fifer and Aaron have too many friends here who will protect them,” 
Frieda went on. “Which makes them our enemies too, right?” 

Garrit frowned and elbowed Frieda, like she wasn’t supposed to go that far, 
but Frieda ignored him. 

Not everybody in the crowd was buying this line of thinking, but an 
alarming number of people were. Fifer clutched her shirt placket and 
exchanged another glance with Sky. This was surreal and escalating quickly. 
Now the people weren't just mad at the girls and Aaron, but Frieda had just 
lumped in all of their friends as enemies of Artimé too. It was so backward 
that Fifer could hardly believe this was happening. 

“What can we do?” asked someone whose face was etched with fear. “We 
have to stop the Revinir and the dragons from killing us all!” 

“We have to fight anyone who opposes our plan to remove Aaron, Fifer, 
and Thisbe,” said another firmly. “This is no joking matter. These are our lives 
we're talking about.” 

“And if we remove them, their friends will fight us,” said another. 

“No doubt,” said Frieda Stubbs, jumping on that theme. “We must fight 
first if were going to save our people.” 

“This means war,” said Garrit. The way he said it made chills go down 
Fifer’s spine. “For the good of Artimé.” 

“For the good of Artimé!” echoed several others. 

Frieda wore a strange smile as she addressed the crowd of dissenters once 
more. “I think we should clear every single one of the traitors out of this place 
and take control of the mansion as you suggest: for the good and safety of 


Artime. Don’t let any of our opposition in through these doors to stock up on 
food, water, and especially components! If they resist or try to force their way 
in, sideline them. And if you see any of the Stowes, bring them to me so I can 
take care of them myself.” 

Frieda smirked, as if imagining that scenario, then continued. “Now, 
everyone take your places guarding the doors and windows. My personal 
search team will comb the mansion to scare up anyone who might be hiding. 
Be ready for attacks from both directions—inside and out. The Revinir could 
show up at any moment!” 

The people scattered, some near panic as they searched the skies through 
the window for the ominous dragon-monster woman none of them had 
actually ever seen before. 

Fifer gripped the stair spindles and sank lower, keeping her eye on the 
people in the crowd. There were still some who cringed or shifted 
uncomfortably at Frieda’s harsh language, as if they felt some sense of appall at 
fighting against their fellow Artimeans or even kicking them out of the 
mansion. Some of them took the threat of war seriously, having fought before. 
And none of them had ever been through a civil war before. Fighting neighbor 
against neighbor, Unwanted against Unwanted? The thought was horrific. It 
went against everything Artimé stood for. It defied all the principles that Mr. 
Today had employed when building it. Added to that, the very people Frieda 
wanted them to fight against had been the same ones who'd saved Artime time 
and time again. 

But nobody spoke up, so Frieda’s words stood without opposition. And 
slowly those words found a comfortable spot inside the minds of the listeners 
and seemed a little bit more normal than they’d seemed a moment before. 

Not to Fifer and Sky, though. Sky turned and whispered to Fifer, “It’s a 
reverse siege. They want to keep us locked out of the mansion instead of 
barricading us inside.” Begrudgingly she added, “It’s actually a really clever 
plan—tor them. I hope Florence and the others saw this coming and gathered 
as many components as they could.” She glanced over her shoulder, measuring 
their options as to the best escape route. “We have to get you out of here 
before somebody follows through on that reckless threat and hands you over 
to Frieda. Simber was right to be so concerned. I can hardly believe I'm saying 
this, but I have no doubt that woman will harm you, Fifer, if she gets a chance. 
Don’t take her words lightly.” 


Fifer’s heart raced. “But if we leave, Frieda wins—she’s driving us out. We 
don’t want to make that mistake again! This is our world! Our home! And what 
about Simber? The 3-D door is right there at Frieda’s feet! We can get him out. 
We need him!” 

“Fifer, no! She just gave the dissenters permission to attack us, and some of 
them are in such a frenzy that they might not hesitate to use lethal spells. If 
Frieda or some crazy follower of hers kills you, she wins too... and I lose. 
Again. You and I alone are not strong enough to defeat them. Let’s be smart. 
Come on. Follow me.” Sky grabbed Fifer’s hand, and the two, staying low, 
slipped through the dining room and to one of the windows that had been 
shattered in a skirmish. Fifer froze the guard standing there with his back to 
them. Then the two jumped through to the lawn. They got up and ran for the 
fountain, beyond which they could see Lani and Samheed standing with 
Florence, having a heated conversation without being attacked. The spats and 
skirmishes around them had diminished significantly due to the meeting 
inside the mansion. Fifer and Sky soon reached them. 

“He'll help us when he can,” Florence was saying passionately. “I believe 
that. I don’t care who the new head mage is now—Simber won't turn his back 
on me. Or any of us. It doesn’t matter what he’s instilled with. Following a bad 
leader is not in his nature. It can’t be! Or Pll take him out with my own bare 
hands!” 

Lani saw the two coming and reached out to embrace Fifer. “Were so glad 
you're back. Some terrible things are happening.” 

“Yeah,” said Sky, “we figured that out.” She patted Ahab’s sword. “I’m ready 
to fight.” 

Lani flashed a grim smile. “That’s good. But, Fifer, you'd better not linger—I 
think Aaron wants you to go to the Island of Shipwrecks before Frieda sees 
you.” 

“Thanks, but Im not going anywhere.” Fifer spoke firmly and didn’t 
elaborate further, having more important news to share. “Simber’s locked in 
the theater.” 

“What?” said Florence. “How?” 

“Frieda sent him in through the 3-D door. Once he was inside, she took the 
door down, and now he’s trapped.” 

Samheed blew out an impatient breath. “Well, of course she did.” He shook 
his head angrily. “She doesn’t trust that he’s fully with her, and she knows she 


can't fight him.” 

“Where’s the 3-D drawing?” asked Florence. 

“Frieda has it,” said Fifer. “She’s surrounded by her dissenters. They’re 
planning to banish all of us from the mansion. Aaron and me and all of our 
friends. You.” 

“It’s like a siege,” said Sky. “Only they’re going to keep us out, not in.” 

Florence closed one eye and looked at the sky, her nose wrinkling. “That's... 
crazy. Isn’t it? How does that hurt us, exactly?” 

“We have water,” said Samheed, pointing to the fountain. “We can get food 
from Quill. So I’m not sure their idea is going to work.” 

“Components,” said Fifer grimly. “We don’t have access to them. What we 
have on us is it.” 

“And we're severely outnumbered,” said Sky. 

Florence studied the newcomers. “We need that door drawing back so we 
can get Simber out. It could take days for Octavia to draw a new one.” 
Florence glanced around the lawn looking for allies, seeing a few small groups 
of people, creatures, and statues standing together. “Where is everybody?” 

“All of Frieda’s supporters have gone inside,” said Sky. “They’re being 
assigned duties now to guard the windows and doors.” 

“But where’s the rest of us?” asked Florence, growing alarmed. “Our allies? Is 
this it?” 

The others looked all around. There were perhaps twenty-five or thirty of 
them remaining outside on the torn-up lawn. 

Something caught Sky’s eye, and she turned. A few small groups of people 
were leaving the mansion carrying rucksacks and travel bags, heading for the 
lagoon where Artimeé’s ships were anchored. “Looks like some of the people 
aren't buying what Frieda is saying, and they’re leaving.” 

“Should we go after them?” asked Fifer. “Convince them to stay and help 
us?” 

“TIl do it,” said Lani. “They might not want to be seen talking to you, Fifer.” 

Fifer grimaced. What Lani said hurt, but Fifer knew it was true. Lani rolled 
swiftly across the lawn, trying to catch up to the departing groups before they 
made it to the lagoon. 

Florence turned to study the mansion. Now stationed at every window and 
door were Frieda’s people, glaring out at them. Some of them seemed scared or 


unsure. But others wore expressions filled with spite, warning those who sided 
with Aaron to never return to the mansion they called home. 

“Gather everyone who's firmly with us,” said Florence, her voice quiet. “Be 
discreet. We’ll meet near the rock’s lair in an hour.” 

Samheed, Sky, and Fifer all nodded. “TIl relay the instructions to Lani,” said 
Samheed. 

“Good. I need to talk to Panther and the rock. Pll see you out there.” 
Florence turned and strode purposefully out of sight of the mansion toward 
the entrance to Quill, where the gate once stood. When she reached the road, 
she turned sharply to the right and headed for the jungle. 

“Why is she going the long way around?” asked Sky, watching her go. 

“Maybe she doesn’t want the people inside to know what we're doing,” Fifer 
guessed. “Let’s talk to everyone and sneak into the jungle by way of the lagoon. 
We have to figure out how to beat Frieda Stubbs without anyone...” She trailed 
off. “Dying,” she was going to say. 

Sky nodded, looking increasingly troubled. She and Samheed and Fifer did 
as Florence had told them. But no one had any idea how they were going to 
manage taking on the majority of Artime’s people, who were all extremely 
well trained to fight. Trained by the very people and statues they were now 
ready to attack. This was not going to be easy. 





A Stealthy Invasion 


An hour later the last of the stragglers, having followed a path from the lagoon 
through the jungle, reached the base of an enormous living rock. The rock had 
come alive after Mr. Today had enchanted it many years before. Its mouth was 
a large cavern from which Florence had been carved. Fifer, Thisbe, and Crow 
and all the other young children of Artimé had once been kept safe inside the 
rock’s mouth during the battle against Queen Eagala and the pirates. 

The mass of stone mostly stayed in the jungle, though, watching over its 
sometimes-frightening occupants. Panther, who was half-wild, lived there, as 
did a little dog with very sharp teeth who'd put a number of puncture wounds 
in Aaron’s arms over the years. A giant scorpion resided much deeper inside 
the jungle. That creature had nearly done Fifer and Thisbe in once, and no one 
was ever safe from it. Luckily, it loved the darkness and rarely visited this area, 
where bits of sunlight filtered through the treetops. 

Florence scanned the group, sizing up her team. Sean, Carina, and Seth 
were there with young Lukas and Ava. Lani and Samheed too. Aaron, but not 
Kaylee, who was keeping Daniel safe on the Island of Shipwrecks. Henry and 
Thatcher, with Ibrahim and Clementi and their other teenage children. Fifer 
and Sky, and Fifer’s birds hovering above. Claire Morning and Gunnar Haluki. 


Crow and Scarlet. Ms. Octavia, the octogator instructor, Fox, Kitten, and a 
few other statues who'd snuck out of the mansion before the siege. A spare 
handful of other staunch Aaron supporters filled in the gaps. Lani hadn't 
managed to convince any of the departing Artiméans to stay—they’d wanted 
no part of a civil war. They set off for Warbler to wait it out. 

The toothy dog wasn’t present as far as anyone could see, though his body 
had a camouflage quality to it that made it hard to spot him in the jungle. But 
Panther paced restlessly a short distance away. She wasn’t nearly as ferocious 
and dangerous as she used to be, but it was safer for everyone, including her, if 
she kept her distance, especially now that she was agitated over the news 
Florence had given her about Simber being trapped. Florence had warned 
Panther that shed take her down in an instant if she threatened anyone 
present, and Panther respected that. 

“So this is it, then,” said Aaron, bringing everyone to silence. “Thank you 
for sticking with us even though it looks like our side is sorely lacking in 
numbers. But some of Artime’s best fighters are in this group, and that makes 
me feel confident.” He didn’t sound as confident as he said he was. “Florence, 
what thoughts do you have about our immediate future? We've been driven 
out of the mansion—what do you advise? Go quietly? Or fight?” 

“It will be nearly impossible to fight them,” Florence began, and a few in 
the crowd, like Carina and Fifer, reacted by stepping forward and beginning 
to protest. But Florence held up her hand to explain. “We certainly can’t beat 
them. Their numbers are too large, and they have all the extra components.” 

Others began to shift uncomfortably. What was Florence saying? Didn't she 
think they had a chance? 

The warrior trainer seemed troubled—more conflicted than she’d ever been 
in the past when leading up to a battle. “We also must remember,” she went 
on, “that like us, they are people of Artimé. The majority of them were 
Unwanted too. They were thrown out of Quill. Rescued and accepted into our 
world by Marcus Today and Alex and all of us. And... 1I think many of them 
have gotten caught up in the fearmongering. Not all of them are thinking 
straight. They’re not making decisions of their own accord like they've been 
taught to do from the moment they set foot in Artimé, because Frieda Stubbs 
is completely different from any ruler our land has ever seen. She’s 
disorienting and chaotic. Some of the people have been swayed by friends or 
coerced by Frieda’s lies.” 


Florence paused, then went on. “I’m not sure why this is happening now— 
perhaps the Revinir scare uncovered some insecurities and brought back the 
memories of our past battles. It could be that the thought of fighting the 
Revinir and potentially losing loved ones after years of peace was too much for 
some of them to handle, so they’re grasping at what seems to them a better 
option. We're all still traumatized from the last time things went wrong. So I 
have empathy. For some of them.” 

Fifer nodded. “I refuse to believe that all of those people have fully turned 
against the world that saved them when the people of Quill sent them away.” 

“I agree,” said Lani. “I believe some are making a mistake, and they'll see it 
soon enough. We just have to figure out how to show them.” 

Aaron kept his eyes on the ground. 

Samheed glanced at him and shifted uneasily. “I hope you're right, Lani. But 
I'm equally sure that some people refuse to see the truth even when it’s right in 
front of them.” His voice held a weight that seemed to imply he wasn’t just 
talking about Frieda Stubbs and the dissenters. 

Sensing it, Aaron turned and saw Samheed staring at him. Aaron’s face 
flushed, and he looked hastily away. “Despite the current state of mind of the 
dissenters,” he said, “and the fact that they are mostly Unwanteds too, we can’t 
just do nothing. We have to try. We won't walk away from Artimé.” 

“What do you mean?” Florence pressed. “Do you think we should go in and 
fight for the mansion? Against all of those people?” 

Aaron lifted his gaze and saw that Florence was sincerely asking his 
opinion. “If we don’t go after Frieda Stubbs forcefully and immediately, her 
power will only grow, and her support will strengthen. The unsure members of 
her party will assume they’re doing right if no one opposes them, and they'll 
become more confident in their decision to join her. Right now Frieda has free 
rein to say and do whatever she wants without anyone contradicting her. And, 
knowing her, she'll take every opportunity to do so as long as she is not being 
challenged.” He paused, then muttered, “Believe me. I know how her mind 
works.” 

Samheed’s eyes flickered. “Are you tempted—” He stopped abruptly when 
Lani’s elbow sank into his flesh. “Ouch. Never mind.” 

Aaron turned sharply. “Am I what?” 

“Never mind, I said.” 


Aaron studied Samheed with a highly skeptical expression. “Am I tempted 
to join forces with Frieda? Is that what you were going to say?” 

“No! [—” 

Lani frowned at Samheed. “Is it, Sam? I'd actually like to know too.” 

“Lani, seriously. I don’t want to get jabbed in the ribs again.” 

Lani glared at her husband. “You need to stop.” 

“Stop what?” Samheed said, sounding exasperated. 

“Get. Over. It,” said Lani. 

“No. Please go on,” said Aaron haughtily. “You've held on to this... this 
undercurrent of distrust for me all these years, and it has come roaring back 
lately, though I don’t know what I’ve done to make you disapprove of me this 
time. So let’s just address this. Get it out so we can move on and be done with 
it.” 

Samheed closed his eyes, then opened them and said, “Tm sorry, Aaron. I 
just wonder how you... feel. Are you struggling? About what Frieda is doing, I 
mean. You know—being evil and taking control like this. Does it...?” He 
sighed. “Does it bring back...?” 

Aaron lifted his chin and waited, eyes flashing. 

Samheed glanced around the group and saw that everyone was looking 
skeptically at him. He gulped, then confessed, “I think it’s the playwright in 
me, always questioning characters’ motives. I guess I want to know if this 
situation brings back any desires to be that way again. Pm sorry that I'm 
worried about it, and I wish I weren't. It’s just a feeling that won't go away.” 

Aaron was quiet for a long moment. He'd certainly had temptations and 
desires for power over the years since hed turned his life around. He'd 
punished himself mentally quite a lot for it too. And he laid much of the 
blame on the government of Quill and the High Priest Justine, who'd been so 
influential on him in that year after the Purge. Frieda was doing the same 
thing now in Artimeé with the others. But being asked outright like this, in 
front of everybody, brought out his defensive side. He glanced at Florence and 
Claire, and then at the others as Fifer sidled over and slipped her hand into 
his in support. 

“Tm not a character in one of your scripts, Samheed,” Aaron answered 
evenly. “I have no desire to be like that anymore. And I’m insulted and hurt 
that you think I do. Pm not sure what more I have to do to convince you that 
I've changed. It’s been... so long.” He shook his head slightly. “To be honest, ’m 


tired of apologizing for the same things year after year after year, but I believe 
I must do it, because what I did was terrible. That is the cost of my actions. So 
I apologize again to everyone here—I’m sorry for how I hurt Artimé.” He 
hesitated. “But sometimes I feel like if you haven't been able to let it go and 
forgive me by now, Samheed, I doubt you ever will. And as much as I want to 
be your friend and comrade, well... perhaps... perhaps it would be better if we 
no longer spent time together.” 

Samheed’s eyes widened. “Oh, come on, Aaron. No. I didn’t mean—” 

Aaron raised his hand. “Please, Samheed. Don’t say anything more.” He 
turned away. “I understand now how it’s got to be for you, and I will accept it 
because I must. I hope we can coexist without making any of our mutual 
friends uncomfortable.” 

Samheed stared at him. Then he shook his head and blew out a breath. Lani 
folded her arms over her chest, clearly frustrated. Fifer looked anxiously from 
her brother to her instructor, unsure what to make of them. She’d never quite 
understood the animosity between the two, and they'd done well to hide it 
from the younger generation until now. Fifer stayed still, not sure what to do 
besides keep out of it. The rest of them shifted uncomfortably. It had been a 
conversation ill-timed and not suited for extra ears to hear, yet it had 
happened, and there was no taking it back. 

Carina was first to break the silence. “Okay,” she said decidedly, resting her 
hands on the shoulders of her younger two children. “That’s enough. Moving 
on. We have an issue to deal with here that takes precedence over... whatever 
that was.” She turned to Aaron. “You were saying that we should declare our 
opposition to Frieda Stubbs loud and clear.” 

“That is my position,” Aaron said stiffly. 

“I support that.” Carina didn’t look at Samheed, but it was clear to 
everyone that she'd just made a statement. “I’m not sure how we're going to do 
it, though.” 

“I have an idea,” Aaron said quietly. He stared hard into the jungle, deep in 
thought, and after a moment, a flicker of recognition crossed his face. In his 
youth, he’d spent some time sneaking from the tube in Quill to the one in the 
head mage’s kitchenette and on to the one in the jungle, befriending Panther 
during his visits. And he could just barely see the jungle tube in some brush 
not far away. “Hmm.” He turned to Carina. “Yes. And I think we should attack 
immediately, since they won't be expecting us to.” 


Florence looked concerned. “How? We barely have enough people to 
surround the mansion.” 

Fifer glanced at her brother and saw him staring out into the jungle again. 
She followed his gaze and caught a glimpse of the tube in the clearing. “Oooh,” 
she said, almost as if she could read Aaron’s thoughts. “I see. We'll surprise 
them,” she said slowly. “And on the way we can get more components.” 

Aaron pivoted to his sister with a small smile and a nod. “Exactly.” 





In the Cavelands 


Dev opened his eyes and blinked at the sky a few times, trying to remember 
where he was and what had happened to him. With a sick feeling welling up 
inside, he recalled being thrown from the castle tower window and his ride in 
the grip of the dragon’s mouth. Was he dead now? This... didn’t seem anything 
like what he’d imagined death to be. 

After a moment he was certain he could not possibly be dead with his body 
aching and head pounding like it was. His thirst was intense, and his stomach 
was trying to communicate either hunger or the need to vomit—he wasn’t sure 
which. He heard something snuffling some distance away but could see no 
one. Dev tried to move, but his limbs wouldn't obey, so he let his lids droop. 

When the snuffling noises grew louder and an oven full of hot breath 
blasted him, Dev’s eyes flew open again. Looming over him was a shocking 
sight. One dark purple dragon and two silvery ghost dragons stared down. A 
huge drop of something disgusting fell from one of the ghost dragon’s nostrils 
and sizzled on Dev’s arm. Steam rose up from it, and the dull burning pain it 
created joined the various other pains Dev already endured. “Krech,” he 
whispered, but the word from the common language caught in his parched 


throat, and only a scratchy noise came out. He closed his cracked lips and let 
his head sink to one side, too exhausted and injured to be frightened. 

“Is he dead?” one of the ghost dragons asked. 

“Maybe he’s a ghost human,” said the other, taking a claw and poking Dev 
in the side. Dev recoiled. 

“He’s alive,” said the dark purple. He pursed his lips and blew a narrow 
stream of hot air, as if painting Dev’s body in long, sweeping motions, paying 
extra attention to the bloody parts. 

Dev lifted his head, squinted, and worked up the effort to speak. This 
dragon was familiar. “Drock? Is that you?” 

“It is,” said Drock when he stopped to take in a breath. “Do you suppose 
you can roll over? I can turn you if you aren't able to do it yourself” 

“I—I can do it,” said Dev. He preferred the dragon never touch him again if 
possible. Of the five dragons he'd tended to in the castle dungeon, Drock had 
been the most unpredictable and troublesome, and they'd shared a mutual 
wariness of each other. He struggled and rolled to his side, feeling a bit 
stronger already, though he wasn’t sure why. 

“That’s far enough.” Drock started to blow on Dev’s back and legs as he'd 
done before. 

The air felt scorching to Dev, but somehow comforting, too. And healing, if 
that were possible. “Are you...?” He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep for a 
moment, enveloped in the warm, magical dragon breath. 

“There,” said Drock after a few moments, startling Dev awake. “You'll be 
feeling better soon.” 

“How are you making me feel better?” 

“I can heal the wounds I caused easily enough,” said Drock. He pulled back 
to take a good look at the boy and seemed satisfied. “When you're ready to 
walk, there’s a cave nearby where you can find shelter. The river is there.” 
Drock pointed with his tail to some large, smooth rocks and a line of trees not 
far away. 

Dev blinked. His mind, still fuzzy, was having a hard time putting together 
what was happening. Wasnt Drock under the Revinir’s spell? “Arent you 
supposed to destroy me? Or eat me? The Revinir... the Revinir roared...” 

“No, I won't eat you,” said Drock. “And neither will the ghost dragons. They 
are the only ones you can trust.” He stepped away as if to signal his imminent 
departure. 


“Wait,” said Dev, feeling desperate for answers. “What happened? I blacked 
out.” 

The dark purple dragon glanced worriedly over his shoulder toward the 
edge of the forest, then looked back at Dev. “Td heard you were summoned to 
the castle, so I was keeping an eye on you when I saw you approach on the 
back of one of the mind-controlled dragons. I was concerned when you didn’t 
leave, so I searched the castle exterior and discovered you in the tower. When 
the Revinir roared her command and threw you out of the window, I was 
circling below. I swooped in and caught you. And I carried you here to the 
cavelands.” 

Dev shook his head slightly. It was hard to imagine how he’d been lucky 
enough to survive. Luck didn’t usually come his way. 

Drock went on. “You'll be safer here than anywhere else, at least for a while. 
The ghost dragons will take care of you if they remember you're here—you 
must remind them if you need anything. But I know you are capable of caring 
for yourself once you're up and on your feet. Though,” he continued, holding 
his face close to Dev, “there’s an injury I can’t heal inside your chest.” 

“My cracked ribs,” said Dev. 

Drock lifted his head and looked into Dev’s eyes with sympathy. “Perhaps 
that’s it.” He edged a few steps away. “I recommend you stay here. Don’t return 
to Grimere.” 

Gingerly Dev pushed himself up to sitting and took shallow breaths. 
“You're not under her spell.” 

“No.” 

“Why doesn’t she affect you?” 

“She does. Just not as much as she affects the others.” Drock glanced over 
his shoulder again and sniffed the air, then settled down on his haunches as 
the two ghost dragons who'd been there earlier wandered by. “I am in control 
of my mind so far, though I’ve been pretending to heed her call for my own 
safety. And for Thisbe’s. And... now yours.” 

“So, go back to that,” said Dev, his mind clearing a bit. “You saved me... 
intentionally? Me?” 

Drock tilted his head and studied the boy. “Yes, Dev,” he said quietly. “I told 
you I had my eye on you. To save you if I could. With the others gone, I knew 
you'd take the brunt of the Revinir’s wrath. And she’s going to continue to be 


very angry once she finds out she'll never legitimately rule this land. So I'm 
going to do what I can to help you.” 

Perhaps it was the intense trauma he'd endured, or the rare bit of warmth 
in Drock’s voice that caused Dev’s chest to tighten and his face to convulse. A 
tear leaked from his eye, then a small stream of them. He coughed and choked 
and curled up in a failed attempt to hold everything in and keep the pain from 
killing him. After a moment he caught the emotion back up inside him and 
wiped his tears on his ragged, bloodstained sleeve. Then he whispered, “Why 
would you do that?” 

Drock seemed taken aback by the question. He lowered his chin to the 
ground to align with Dev’s gaze, and the two faced each other on the rolling 
hill for a long moment. “Because youre on your own, like me,” he said. “And 
because you deserve to be saved.” 





Surprise Attack 


lya by two, the teens and adults and statues who could fit into the jungle 
tube went inside, pressed a button, and disappeared. Even Sky went along, 
though she'd be stuck in the secret hallway, unable to go out with the others 
who were magical enough to see the exit to the balcony. But she could at least 
get the scoop for Florence and report back, since the Magical Warrior trainer 
was too large for the tube. 

Soon only Florence remained to watch Ava and Lukas in the jungle and 
anxiously await Sky’s report. While she waited, she consulted with Panther 
and the rock about what was happening in Artimé, giving them a little more 
background on the events that had led to Frieda and the dissenters’ rise to 
power. 

The others arrived via the tube to the slightly secret hallway kitchenette, 
which was across from the head mage’s office. Like most people in Artimé, 
Frieda Stubbs couldn’t access anything in that hallway, which gave this 
minority group some wry satisfaction in this dark time. 

They filtered out of the kitchenette into the hallway and grew somber as 
they crossed over it and stepped into the office. It had hardly been touched 


since Alex’s departure to the land of the dragons. The desk held two neat piles 
of books and a stack of papers that had belonged to the former head mage. No 
one had been able to bear clearing things off since his death. Sky’s face was 
drawn as she remained by the door and peered at Alex’s things while watching 
the others mill around. 

Fifer touched Sky’s arm, and Sky gave Fifer a small smile. “Shall we start by 
gathering components?” Fifer asked, leading her a few steps inside the office. 
“I know where some are.” 

Sky swallowed hard and nodded. “I can bring the extras back to Florence,” 
she said, pointing to the deflated rucksack on her back. Her eyes strayed to 
Alex’s desk. 

“Great,” said Fifer. She hesitated, eyes filling, then blinked hard and 
continued a few steps farther into the room and looked around. Sky followed. 
Everyone was quiet in the absence of their great former leader, missing him 
even more now. What would he do in this situation? Certainly he would fight 
for the mansion, to preserve Artimé—there was no doubt about that. They all 
knew it. They moved with purpose, but each one paused here or there, by the 
desk or a chair, or near Alex’s beloved, haphazardly piled books and artwork 
from his earlier years. Remembering their friend. 

“Did Alex ever draw a 3-D door to the theater?” asked Samheed. 

“No,” said Lani. “He didn’t need to. We always used the one Ms. Octavia 
drew.” 

“And now Frieda has stolen it,” said Ms. Octavia passionately, her glasses 
bobbling as she wrinkled up her alligator snout. “Technically it’s my property.” 

“We'll get it back,” said Aaron. “I promise.” 

Ms. Octavia folded two of her octopus arms over her chest and muttered 
something under her breath. They all began to gather up everything useful 
they could carry in their packs, for they werent sure when they'd return... if 
ever. 

Fifer felt a pang cross through her, thinking Thisbe might never have the 
chance to see this. She closed her eyes. Things were so unsettled with Thisbe. 
Would Fifer’s twin ever come back? Was she okay? As focused as Fifer was on 
this task, her mind strayed to the fights and misunderstandings between her 
and Thisbe. Things were bad, but Fifer felt powerless to do anything. It 
seemed like Thisbe was the one being distant after she sneaked off without 
telling anyone but Aaron. 


When they finished in the office, Lani took the lead, rolling down the 
hallway in the direction of the mansion’s balcony, which overlooked the 
entryway. “Did Alex leave an extra robe up here anywhere? We might want to 
take possession of it before someone else does.” 

“Yes,” said Fifer. “Florence told me there’s one hanging in his living 
quarters.” 

“Good to know. Alex stored even more components in there. I suppose 
we'll have to go in after them.” Lani’s expression was grim. Going into the 
office was one thing, but entering Alex’s personal apartment felt so... invasive. 
And sad. Lani had kept her emotions in check so far, because of the severity of 
the task before them, but this wasn’t going to be easy. 

Lani stopped in front of Alex’s door and peered out toward the main 
mansion, looking for any sign of Frieda or the dissenters. “Be careful not to get 
too close to the balcony,” Lani said over her shoulder. “I’m not sure if anyone 
in Frieda’s group is magical enough to see into this hallway, but if they are, we 
don’t want them to know we're coming.” She hesitated, then added, “I really 
wish Florence were here. I’m worried we're not going to make much of a splash 
without someone big on our side.” 

Aaron frowned. “We'll do what we can. Attack to let them know we won’t 
go quietly, then retreat to the jungle to plan our next move. All we need to do 
right now is let Frieda know she’s not going to take over unopposed. And 
hopefully bring some of the more reasonable people back to reality and open 
their eyes to what’s happening.” He glanced across the hall from Alex’s 
apartment at the door to the Museum of Large. While Lani went into the 
living quarters with Samheed, Carina, and Sean, Aaron touched Fifer’s 
shoulder. “I can’t stand to go in there just yet,” he said to her in a low voice. 
“Let’s check something out in here.” 

Fifer nodded, relieved to not have to enter Alex’s room and experience all 
the sadness there. She followed Aaron. The Museum of Large was a lovely 
storage place. True to its name, it housed large things that couldn’t fit 
anywhere else, like the gray shack that was now reassembled after it had 
exploded, as well as Mr. Today’s personal library, which Lani had painstakingly 
organized once Artimé was finally at peace. A pirate ship rested nearby too— 
Alex had put one up here as a spare, a precaution in case their other ships 
were ever stolen or sunk by enemies in the future. He’d prepared them for 
almost everything imaginable except his death. 


Once inside, Aaron headed for the gray shack while Fifer searched the 
room for weapons and spell components. Finding neither, she stopped in front 
of a large frozen statue of a mastodon. His name was OP Tater, and he was the 
only frozen statue in Artimé because he was so destructive and dangerous. Mr. 
Today had created him many decades ago but sadly had to put him to sleep 
and keep him in the Museum of Large. The beast occasionally came to life— 
sometimes by accident when the world was restored after a head mage’s death. 
Other times he could be awakened when Artimé needed him, as when the 
pirates and Queen Eagala had attacked the island of Quill when Fifer and 
Thisbe were two years old. To put him back to sleep, one needed to perform a 
singing spell. 

“We could definitely make a statement with OF Tater,” Fifer remarked to 
Aaron when he started heading back to the hallway. 

“That thought crossed my mind.” Aaron paused. “He’s so unpredictable, 
though.” 

“True,” Fifer admitted. “He could come after us—that’s the last thing we 
need.” 

They exited the museum to find Lani and the others finished in Alex's 
living quarters and tiptoeing toward the balcony. 

“Is anyone there?” Fifer whispered, catching up to Lani. 

“Not lingering outside the hallway,” Lani said. “It looks like theyre all 
downstairs at the windows and doors, looking for us.” 

“This is our best chance to surprise them,” said Aaron. “Let’s talk strategy.” 

The group sketched out a plan of attack while Lani divvied up the spell 
components she'd gathered from Alex’s apartment. She handed Alex’s extra 
robe to Sky. “Can you bring this back to Florence?” 

Sky took it. She shook out the wrinkles, then lovingly folded it. She held it 
to her chest and crossed her arms over it. “I wonder if the best place to keep 
this is in Florence’s quiver,” she mused. “That way we'll always know where to 
find it, even if Florence gets frozen. And Frieda won't think to look there.” 

“That’s a brilliant idea,” Fifer said, and the others nodded. 

Sky gave them an encouraging smile. “I'll watch you all go, then head back 
to give Florence a report.” 

Lani nodded and looked at Aaron. “Are you ready?” 

Aaron nodded. “Is everyone clear on the plan?” 


The group expressed their affirmation. Aaron and Fifer led them to the 
opening. 

To Sky, it appeared like they were all standing up against a solid wall. But 
she'd been up here before, and she knew they didn’t see it—they could walk 
right through it as if it wasn’t there. 

On Aaron’s command, with Fifer and Lani right beside, they slipped 
through the wall and disappeared. When everyone was gone, Sky pressed her 
ear to the wall, but she could hear nothing. Then she stepped away quickly, 
realizing anyone with the magical ability to see the hallway would be able to 
see her, too. 

After a moment, she retreated to the kitchenette. Still carrying the robe 
and her now-bulging rucksack full of components, she entered the tube and 
pressed the button that would take her back to the jungle. 

It would be quite some time before she and Florence discovered what 


happened next. 





A Critical Mistake 


Fifer, Aaron, and Lani burst through what looked like a mirror to most of the 
people on the other side of the not-really-a-secret-anymore hallway. The rest 
of their team was right behind, and before the dissenters could react, Fifer and 
the others began to fire spells over the bannister. After the first round left 
several dissenters flattened, frozen, or pinned to the wall, Fifer and Aaron 
charged halfway down the stairs yelling “Run!” and “Get out of the mansion, 
quickly!” to try to confuse Frieda’s followers. Some of them didn’t hesitate to 
leap out of the broken windows and through the doors. 

Others in the surprise-attack group followed to back up the leaders, firing 
spells as they went. 

Fifer didn’t see Frieda Stubbs, but one of Frieda’s top dissenters was 
surprisingly quick to react. “There they are!” she shouted. “On the stairs! Get 
them!” She fired freeze spells, and the rest began doing the same, some of them 
rushing all together to barricade the bottom of the stairs so Aaron’s group 
couldn’t advance. Florence had taught them well. 

Aaron and Fifer dodged the first round and fired more spells as they 
pressed forward, using the parts of the railings that still stood as cover. But 
Frieda’s people swarmed the main floor around the stairs, finding the open 


spaces and taking aim. Right behind Fifer, Carina was hit by a freeze spell, 
and she fell into Aaron, knocking him off balance. Then Samheed and Sean 
were hit, and they tumbled down a few steps. Fifer darted and scrambled to 
release the spells so her teammates could continue fighting, but as soon as she 
released them, they were struck by more. Then she was hit by scatterclips and 
went flying back, stacking Carina and Ms. Octavia behind her, all three sailing 
to the balcony and sticking to the wall between the girls’ and boys’ hallways. 
Seth quickly ran up and released them; then he, Fifer, and Carina charged 
down the stairs again, firing spells as they went. 

Ms. Octavia descended a few steps but preferred to stay near the top of the 
staircase so that she could employ all eight of her tentacles in various 
directions. Two or three tentacles she used to power herself forward and 
dodge the flying components. With the rest she sent clay shackles and various 
confusion spells down the stairs on both sides. 

More dissenters came together at the bottom of the staircase, making an 
impenetrable mass. Soon they began to climb, forcing Aaron and Fifer to 
retreat in order to find new cover in the curve of the bannisters. Other 
dissenters emerged from the various classrooms on the main floor and forced 
the attacking party to retreat up the steps even more. 

Just as Fifer was about to call her people to retreat and escape back down 
the secret hallway to the jungle, a group of dissenters, with Frieda Stubbs 
among them, flowed out from the second-floor living quarters onto the 
balcony. They blockaded the top of the steps, trapping the attackers on the 
stairs. 

To Fifer’s chagrin, she and her team were stuck in the kind of trap Florence 
had warned them about time and again. But this was the first time they'd 
actually fought against people who were also trained by her. All they could do 
was fight their way out of it. Spell components filled the air like a bizarre and 
colorful blizzard. People and statues dropped left and right. The scramble to 
release the spells was equally dangerous as fighting, for taking one’s eyes off 
their foes, even for a split second, could mean death if a dissenter chose to use 
a lethal spell. Fifer knew Frieda could try to put an end to her or Aaron at any 
second. 

Now fully surrounding Fifer and Aaron’s team, the dissenters worked 
together to send dozens more freeze spells at them. There was no place to run 
or hide, and several in Fifer’s group were hit. One spell whizzed by Fifer’s ear 


and struck Aaron. He froze on the spot and tumbled down the stairs, and 
others were hit and piled on top of him. 

“Aaron!” Fifer cried out, and dove down after him, firing more components 
with one hand. She released the spell on him and squirmed again to avoid 
another wave of airborne components. Aaron revived, then was immediately 
hit again. 

“No!” screamed Fifer. It was hopeless. Fifer whirled around and saw that she 
and Seth were the last ones standing, and the parties at the top and bottom of 
the stairs were advancing toward them. Seth and Fifer exchanged a frightened 
glance as they both realized just how much trouble they were in. As others of 
their party, all frozen, slid and tumbled down the stairs, Fifer abandoned her 
attempt to release the spells and instead let out a loud shriek. 

Frieda and the dissenters paused to cover their heads, but all the glass in 
the entire mansion was already broken. Instead, flocks of red-and-purple 
falcons came soaring in through the windows. Shimmer and a few others 
carried the hammock by its ropes. Seth took the momentary reprieve to 
release spells on Carina, Sean, and Ms. Octavia, but as soon as he finished, 
more components came soaring at them again. 

“Come on!” Fifer yelled to Seth and anyone else who remained standing. 
She dove into the hammock and scrambled around to make room, staying low 
so she wouldn't get struck. 

But Seth and the others didn’t come. After an agonizing second, Fifer 
peeked out and saw that they were all frozen, and Seth had been hit by a 
freeze spell and shackles. Now everyone on Frieda’s side was trying to launch 
components high enough to are and land in her hammock. 

“Retreat!” Fifer called out to Shimmer. There was nothing else she could do. 
The birds took her out of the mansion, and Fifer pelted as many dissenters as 
she could on her way. As the falcons carried her through an upper window, she 
could see that the dissenters were storming the stairs. They picked up and 
dragged the frozen bodies of Fifer’s friends over to the single tube that was 
still functioning. 

“Circle around and stay close to the mansion!” Fifer commanded the birds 
once they were outside. “I need to see what theyre doing.” Through the 
windows as she passed by, Fifer could see Frieda’s people stacking two or three 
frozen friends into the tube at a time and pushing a button. Fifer breathed a 
sigh of relief—at least they weren't trying to hurt them. But then she looked 


closer to see which buttons they were pushing. They were sending her friends 
to the library and the lounge, which seemed very strange. As each couple or 
threesome disappeared, the dissenters loaded more frozen bodies inside. 

Growing more distressed, Fifer circled around again, staying high up and 
peering through the second-floor windows of the entryway, trying to 
understand what was happening. Finally the last of her friends were being 
stacked and sent to the library. “What?” she muttered. Were there people 
down in those remote rooms to guard them or something? Was this just a way 
to contain them? 

Frieda, who'd retreated to the hallway when the fighting got rough, 
reappeared and came thundering down the stairs. “Destroy the tube!” she 
shouted when the last bodies disappeared. She produced magical 
sledgehammers and handed them off. A few dissenters cast the spells, and the 
magical sledgehammers began pounding the control panel, sending bits and 
pieces flying. Soon the whole tube began rocking off its base. 

Fifer gasped. “What are you doing?” she cried. “Now there’s no way for 
them to—” She clutched her head as she realized what Frieda had done. On 
purpose. “No!” 

Frieda Stubbs had trapped all of Fifer’s friends and team members in the 
remote expansions of the magical mansion, just like she’d trapped Simber in 
the theater. Only this was much more serious. These were humans who, unlike 
Simber, needed food and water to survive. 

With Florence and Sky far off in the jungle, Fifer was the only one left to 
show Frieda Stubbs that she wouldn’t get away with this. But as the grim 
realization of what had just happened came over her, Fifer began to panic. 





One Small Victory 


Fifer wasn’t sure what to do. If she retreated now with the birds, would Frieda 
Stubbs feel even more emboldened? It seemed like that would make this 
already horrible situation even worse. 

And what about all of Fifer’s friends who'd been frozen and sent to magical 
rooms with no way to escape? How was she going to get them out of there? 
They would thaw naturally in a matter of minutes, so being temporarily frozen 
wasn't the problem—being trapped forever in the library and lounge definitely 
was, though. “Think, Fifer,” she muttered as she flew around the perimeter of 
the mansion. 

The people in the lounge might be able to survive for a while with the food 
and drink to be found there, so that was a bit of a relief for some of them, at 
least. But what about the ones in the library? They'd have plenty of books to 
read to pass the time, which normally was sufficient in Fifer’s mind. But there 
wasn't any water or food in there. How long would it take to repair one of the 
tubes? And how long would it be before Fifer or anyone else could get to it so 
they could try? This was a serious problem. 

Fifer and her birds circled the mansion again, staying just out of range of 
the dissenters’ spell-casting ability, as she struggled to figure out what to do. 


What would Alex do? Or Aaron? Or even Thisbe? 

“Spirrr!” sang Shimmer, sounding urgent. 

Fifer looked at the bird. “What is it?” 

The falcon pointed its beak at one of the windows. 

Fifer focused in that direction, not sure what she was looking for. And then 
she spied a tiny white spot on the sill. “Is that Kitten?” 

“Spirrr!” said Shimmer again, and jabbed its wing in the same direction. 

“Something else?” Fifer stared past Kitten through the window. There on 
the floor, forgotten in the melee, was the 3-D door drawing rolled up like a 
scroll. It looked relatively unharmed. “We have to get it,” murmured Fifer. Her 
heart began to race. She commanded the birds to circle again while she 
searched her spell components, trying to figure out her best options for this 
stealthy, dangerous move. If Fifer got nailed by a spell and captured like the 
others, Florence and Sky would have no idea where everyone had gone. But if 
Fifer could get the drawing, they could at least free Simber to help them. And 
they needed help now more than ever. She had to succeed. 

Fifer looked closer at the white spot on the windowsill. “It is Kitten!” she 
whispered to Shimmer. “She must have snuck out of someone’s pocket when 
they were being sent to the remote rooms. We have to save her, too.” 

It was settled—Fifer had to get the 3-D drawing. But it was going to be a 
precarious situation. They'd have to swoop in through the large side window, 
and Fifer would somehow grab Kitten without getting hit by flying 
components, then jump out of the hammock and grab the scroll. 
Unfortunately, from inside the hammock, there was no way Fifer would be 
able to lean out far enough to reach the floor—the sides were too tall. And she 
didn’t trust asking any birds to pick it up, because if the drawing ripped or got 
poked through with beak holes, the door wouldn't work. 

Fifer wasn’t sure how she was going to do that without getting struck from 
all directions—especially knowing she had to leave the safety of the hammock. 
If she could at least get the 3-D drawing inside the hammock before she got 
hit, Shimmer and the other birds could take it to Florence. 

They swung around, and Fifer saw the scroll was still lying unattended. But 
half of Frieda’s dissenters were hanging out the windows and doors, staring at 
her and taking aim. How was she supposed to do this? 

“We might have to go through the upper windows so their spells have less 
of a chance of hitting us,” Fifer told Shimmer. “If we choose that route, can 


you send some of the falcons down to get Kitten before the dissenters discover 
her? That will also cause a distraction and allow us to swoop down and grab 
the 3-D door.” 

The head falcon let out a vocal agreement. Fifer pulled out the components 
she planned to use to clear a path. “Let’s aim straight for Kitten’s window. I'll 
start firing as soon as we get close enough. If I manage to knock everyone out 
of the way, we'll keep going. If more keep coming, we go to plan B. Got it?” 

Shimmer bobbed its head and let out a command, and soon the entourage 
was soaring fast toward the window. 

Fifer kept mostly hidden and protected behind the canvas hammock, and 
as soon as she got close enough, she began throwing handfuls of scatterclips at 
each person standing at the window. One by one they flew backward, banging 
into other dissenters and dragging them all the way to the opposite wall and 
pinning them there. 

But it didn’t take long for the opponents to react. From all windows, they 
flung components at the approaching hammock, knocking a few birds down 
in the process. Fifer ducked and waited to see which plan Shimmer would 
choose. As she sat, she noticed a small rip in the hammock fabric that was 
large enough for Fifer to poke her finger through. Blindly she started sending 
freeze spells, knowing there was no wrong target and hoping she landed some 
of them. 

“Spirrr!” cried Shimmer. The army of falcons shifted sharply as components 
pelted the outside of Fifer’s barrier. As she felt the birds rise, she pointed 
down, hoping she could knock out a few more dissenters. Moments later the 
birds continued forward through the upper window, and Fifer could see the 
elaborate mansion ceiling of the vast entryway not far above her. Gilded 
chains hung down with no chandeliers attached. 

Fifer scrambled to her knees to peer over the edge of the hammock and 
send out a line of shackle spells, hitting several people from behind. “Did 
anyone get Kitten?” Fifer asked, but the birds were too preoccupied with 
navigating to respond. A few more of them were hit, and with each loss, the 
hammock dropped a little. With renewed fear for the birds as well as her own 
safety, Fifer shouted, “Hurry!” 

Now, as the birds began to descend, the young mage pulled out her heart 
attack spells. She needed a serious spell that would also cause a distraction. 
She hated to use it on Artiméans because of how traumatic it was to 


experience, but she knew the people would be fine again in about fifteen 
minutes—as long as she didn’t use three or more of them in one throw. This 
time she aimed at the people nearest the scroll, shouting “Heart attack!” with 
each toss. Neatly she took several of them down, and they began shaking and 
shuddering. Those around them came running to tend to them. 

“Now!” Fifer said in a harsh whisper as she fired off even more. 

Shimmer gave the command. Fifer rose to her feet as the birds swooped 
lower. From all sides, the dissenters sent off a variety of components, but Fifer 
dodged and ducked, avoiding them. The birds werent so lucky, though— 
several more of them were hit by freeze spells. They fell to the mansion floor 
and dropped their ropes. Without warning, Fifer plunged down, hit hard, and 
rolled out. 

With a frantic lunge, Fifer reached for the drawing and threw it into the 
hammock. Realizing she was too heavy for the few remaining birds, she 
commanded Shimmer to escape with the hammock. She put up a glass barrier 
behind her, which would stop some of the dissenters until they had a chance 
to release the spells. Then she released a component directly in front of her 
while dodging another round of fire. A green mossy carpet popped out before 
her. Fifer climbed onto it, commanding it to rise quickly, exit, and go to meet 
Shimmer in the jungle. The carpet shot forward and climbed up toward the 
upper windows while Fifer hung on to the edges for dear life. 

Lying flat as the carpet rose to the ceiling, Fifer peered over the side. 
Components were still flying, some of them hitting the bottom of the carpet 
and falling back down, which thankfully didn’t affect Fifer. “Please hurry,” she 
urged it. 

As they neared their chosen exit, Frieda Stubbs raced up the stairs to the 
balcony. “I told you all to capture the Stowes and bring them to me!” she 
hollered. “You messed up with Aaron, and now you're messing up with Fifer, 
too!” Before Fifer’s carpet could get through the window, Frieda pulled three 
heart attack components from her pocket and launched them at the girl. The 
heart-shaped components sailed through the air. Midway they sprouted white, 
feathery wings to help them reach their target. 

Fifer gasped. “No!” she cried. “What are you—are you serious? Help!” She 
pulled the corner of the magic carpet and curled it over her head to shield 
herself as the carpet lurched through the window and rose farther. 


Two of the components found their mark. The third smashed into the 
window frame and fell to the floor, undetonated. Fifer, stricken with a double 
heart attack, felt an unbearable searing pain pierce through her chest and 
arms. She fell to one side and began to shake and shudder until she rolled 
right off the carpet and dropped swiftly toward the lawn, unable to do a thing 
about it. 

The carpet swooped down to collect its rider. At the last second it reached 
her, catching her convulsing body just in time before she hit the ground. It 
followed through on its instructions and carried Fifer away from the mansion, 
racing after the few remaining birds toward the jungle. 





Satiheed: Fox, Ms. Octavia, Clementi, and Aaron woke up from being frozen 
and found themselves lying haphazardly just outside the tube on the main 
floor of the library. Aaron sat up and rubbed an egg-size lump on his head. He 
wasn't sure how he'd gotten it. He tried to figure out what had happened and 
how he'd ended up in the library, of all places. The last thing he remembered 
was fighting next to Fifer on the stairs. 

But where was she now? He looked around frantically at the other four, 
then beyond them at the aisles of books. “Fifer?” he called out, getting shakily 
to his feet. “Where is everybody else?” He began searching the vast room. 
“Fifer!” 

No one answered, but Fox realized that his fighting mate was gone too. 
“Kitten LaRue is missing!” He began running in a circle and then stopped. 
“Kitten! LaRuuue!” he howled. There was no answer from her, either, which 
put Fox into a great depression. “We have to find her! Oh, I just know she’s 
dead.” 

“She still has lives left,” said Clementi distractedly, while testing her aching 
limbs to see if she was in one piece. 


But her words didn’t console Fox, and he began running around in a circle 
again, this time near the picture-books display, which was Kitten’s favorite 
section. “Kitten LaRooooooo!” 

“The others must have escaped,” Clementi said to Ms. Octavia and 
Samheed. As Aaron returned to the group, Clementi got up and went through 
the shadows to the tube, then paused at the opening and glanced back at the 
others, who were getting up too. “Should I try it? What if they’re waiting to 
ambush us outside the main tubes in the mansion?” 

Samheed walked over while pulling a few components from his vest. “We 
could just surface quickly to take a peek, and then immediately push the 
button to come back here,” he said. 

“That’s a good idea,” said Ms. Octavia. She searched the floor for her glasses. 

“TIl go with you, Clementi,” said Samheed. “Is that all right with’—he 
looked over the small group he was with, and his eyes flickered when they 
landed on Aaron—“everyone?” 

Aaron gingerly touched the lump on his head again and grimaced. “Why 
don’t you just go alone? If you don’t come back, we'll have our answer.” 

Samheed shot him a dirty look. “Rude. But funny,” he admitted. 

“I don’t think we have a choice,” said Ms. Octavia. “We need to figure out 
what the status is and help if our friends are still fighting out there.” 

“Yes, that’s what I was thinking—especially if they're still fighting,” said 
Clementi. “They'll need us.” 

Clementi’s urgency brought Aaron to the tube as well, and he felt sheepish 
for being snide to Samheed when things were in such chaos. “I'll go with you 
too, Clementi.” 

“We're all set, thanks,” said Samheed, who stepped into the tube with the 
young mage. 

“You guys need to knock it off,” Clementi said. “You're both being a 
distraction. This is serious.” She glanced at Samheed. “Ready?” 

“Yep,” said Samheed. 

Clementi pressed the button to the mansion. Everyone expected them to 
disappear, but nothing happened. She pressed it again. And again. 

“It’s not working,” she said, peering at the control panel. “Does anybody 
have a magical highlighter?” 

“Is there another button?” asked Samheed. “I haven’t used this library since 
I was trying to foil Aaron, way back when we were thirteen—I prefer the one 


in the Museum of Large. Where can this tube take us? Individual rooms? Or 
just the remote spots?” 

Ms. Octavia handed Clementi a highlighter. 

“There’s definitely no direct line to individual rooms from the remote 
places,” said Clementi. She lit the component. “I’ve only ever gone to the 
mansion entryway from here. There’s no other option.” She bent to study the 
control panel and noticed gray words flashing on the black screen. “‘System 
failure in primary tubes,” she read. “‘All social tubes are down. Shelter in 
place and wait for head mage.” She reread it to make sure she wasn’t 
hallucinating. “Tve never seen anything like that.” 

Fox stopped running and joined them. “What?” he said with a whine. 
“We're doomed?” 

“Let me see, please,” said Ms. Octavia, pulling Samheed out of the tube. 
Clementi stepped aside too and handed the octogator her highlighter. The 
instructor read the screen, then began pushing the button several times in a 
row. A light turned on, and the panel brightness increased, but nobody went 
anywhere. 

Aaron came over and peered through the glass from the outside. “This is 
strange,” he said lightly, but his face was alarmed. “Is there another tube 
somewhere in this library? On a different floor, perhaps?” 

“No,” said Clementi and Ms. Octavia together. “There are more floors,” 
Clementi clarified, “but this is the only way out.” 

Aaron blew out a breath as he started to realize the vastness of their 
predicament. “We're trapped down here unless someone knows how to fix the 
main tubes, which we can’t get to. And we're supposed to count on the head 
mage. Great. Does anyone here know how to fix the system? I wonder if we 
can do something from this tube to get things working. 1... I fixed the one on 
the Island of Shipwrecks, but this is a different situation.” 

Samheed looked dazed. “Lani might be able to finagle something, or at least 
find the right book on it. Or Claire. But...” 

“But what?” asked Ms. Octavia. 

“What if they don’t know we're in here? What if they don’t think to test our 
tube?” 

Clementi’s eyes widened. “So they might not know to reset this one? Is that 
how the tubes work? Each line has to be tested?” 


“I don't know,” said Samheed apologetically. “I’m just... worried. I don’t like 
to be trapped. It brings back bad memories.” He dropped down into a nearby 
chair and put his head in his hands. 

Aaron studied the panel, which was completely intact. There were no 
necessary parts to connect like in the one on the scientists’ island, which is the 
kind of fixing Aaron was good at. This tube control panel wasn’t broken—it 
was the main tubes that were causing the problem. Was there anything Aaron 
could do from here? It didn’t seem like it. 

“Tm not sure how we're going to figure this out,” said Aaron. “And I have 
no faith in our head mage to be able to fix it, or to come to our rescue even if 
she managed to. Where do we start?” 

Samheed looked up. “I wonder if there’s a way to override the error from 
here. Again, none of us know the answer.” He rose from the chair and 
postulated, “It has become clear to me that Artimé has a flaw that has been 
exploited. Nobody seems to have a clue about how these tubes actually work.” 

Clementi smirked at the theater professor and said sarcastically, “If only 
there were a place we could go to look for information.” 

Aaron turned to her. “What?” And then: “Oh.” 

“Were in the library,” Clementi explained for the ones who weren't 
tracking with her. She took the highlighter back from Ms. Octavia and started 
looking at the walls, trying to find the master light component. “There’s bound 
to be something in writing about the tubes on one of these three floors, don’t 
you think?” She stopped near the stairwell and touched a small button on the 
wall. “Illuminate,” she said, and the room burst into brightness, lighting up 
thousands of books. 

“Well, that’s a point I hadn't gotten to yet,” said Samheed, though he 
flashed an embarrassed grin at Clementi. A memory struck him, and he 
turned to look at the sign that pointed out what subjects could be found on 
each floor. He studied it. “There are loads of maps up on the third floor, I 
remember. Perhaps there’s a blueprint of some sort that will give us some 
insight.” He started up, and then stopped abruptly and turned to the others. 
“There’s also a lighted drafting table up there. Alex used it to work on his first 
3-D door.” He paused and looked curiously at Ms. Octavia. “Is there any 
chance you could replicate a 3-D door from memory?” 

“Which door?” 

“Any door that'll get us out of here.” 


Ms. Octavia lifted her snout, thinking hard. “I highly doubt it'll work. 3-D 
doors are extremely difficult to get right even when you have a picture for 
reference. And it could take days of work before we know if we're successful.” 
She tapped her jutting chin. “But then again, we also don’t know how long 
we'll be stuck here.” 

“Exactly,” said Aaron in a low voice. “So I say it’s worth a try.” 

Ms. Octavia nodded and set her glasses on her snout, then headed for the 
stairs. “No time to waste.” 





A New Dilemma 


Fifer, still weak and shaking from the heart attack spells, sat up somewhere in 
the jungle, her magic carpet already gone with a poof. The hammock was on 
the ground nearby with the 3-D drawing still rolled up and sitting in the 
middle of it. A few birds perched above in the trees. After a moment of simply 
breathing, Fifer tested her arms, pressing her palms into the soft, mossy jungle 
floor, then pushed herself up. She stood, then picked up the drawing and 
began limping slowly through the jungle, trying to find a path, and pausing 
now and then to catch her breath. Her knees continued to quake from her 
near-death experience. 

It was surprisingly hard for Fifer to wrap her mind around the fact that 
Frieda Stubbs had tried to kill her. Sure, there had been threats. But this was a 
solid attempt, and it made Fifer wonder if the woman had truly gone crazy. 
Frieda had launched three heart attack spells at Fifer without so much as a 
blink. That made her inhuman in Fifer’s mind. Fifer didn’t really know what 
had happened after the first component had struck her. But the coldness of 
the act was chilling—someone from Artime, an Unwanted, had tried to kill 
her. Her. It was a good thing Frieda hadn’t noticed that Aaron had been sent 


through the tube with the others, or she might have gone after him, too. 
Frieda Stubbs had gone from reckless to dangerous. And she was leading 
people in that direction right along with her. 

Kitten was fine. One of the falcons had scooped her up from the 
windowsill and carried her out to where Fifer’s magic carpet had run out of 
steam. Now the tiny white cat nestled on Fifer’s shoulder, purring as she slept. 
But Fifer was far from content. Everything was in an uproar. When her mind 
cleared, she stopped for a moment to examine the drawing that she'd risked so 
much to procure. Luckily, it appeared unscathed, despite the battle raging 
around it. Satisfied, Fifer continued, carrying it carefully under her arm. They 
needed Simber now more than ever... as long as he was actually their ally. 

Above the treetops, Shimmer flew with the rest of the falcons that hadn’t 
been struck by freeze spells. They carried the empty hammock. Slowly their 
numbers grew as the spells they'd been hit with wore off. Those who hadn’t 
been injured, killed, or captured in the mansion battle rejoined the flock. 

Fifer felt physically miserable, but she didn’t want to tax the birds so soon 
after they’d been traumatized, so she didn’t call for the hammock. Being hit by 
two heart attack spells had been one of the most painful experiences of her 
life. The effects lingered longer than with a single hit, which she’d experienced 
once before in warrior training. Each step she took sent pins and needles 
radiating through her. It had been such a close call, and her mind kept circling 
around the question: What if the third component hadn’t somehow missed 
her? Would she really have died? 

Death was tough to think about. And while she was unfortunately familiar 
with the deaths of others by now, it didn’t seem real that Fifer herself could 
have actually been so close to it. Being extraordinarily magical, she felt 
invincible most of the time. Maybe it was foolish to feel that way. She’d had 
her share of near misses too. 

She also wondered if it was Frieda Stubbs’s poor magic skills that had saved 
her. Fifer viewed the heart attack spell with a new reverence now, and she 
knew she'd be way more thoughtful in the future when launching that one at 
anyone who had a shred of goodness in them. 

Slowly Fifer’s strength returned. She spotted the path she needed to take 
that would lead to the area where the rock lived. She picked up speed. What 
was she going to tell Florence and Sky? And poor Ava and Lukas, who would 


be waiting for their parents and Seth to return—how was she going to explain 
to little children what had happened? 

This whole surprise attack had been a big mistake. They'd underestimated 
Frieda and the dissenters. And they’d gotten trapped on the stairs, which was 
so amateurish that Fifer didn’t even want to tell Florence that part. They'd 
made the false assumption that all of Frieda’s people were downstairs because 
of the meeting. Not one of Fifer’s team had thought to keep watch behind 
them, just in case—either that or they'd all thought someone else was doing it. 
Fifer muttered angrily under her breath and stomped the jungle path, 
bringing the pins-and-needles feeling back. She hated making mistakes. She 
wouldn’t make that one again. 

The jungle grew shadier, and Fifer knew she had to be getting close. 
Florence and Sky would be so shocked to see that she was the only one who 
had escaped. She was pretty sure that all of their friends were trapped 
indefinitely, but at least they’d be able to get Simber out soon, now that they 
had the drawing. He would be a huge help. Their biggest hope. He had to be. 

Without warning, Fifer stumbled on a vine and plunged forward. Kitten 
and the 3-D drawing went flying, and Fifer face-planted on the jungle floor. 
“Oof,” she muttered. She caught her breath, then pushed herself up, arms 
shaking again. “Are you okay, Kitten?” she asked, wiping the leaves and dirt off 
her clothes. 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten sweetly, and ran up Fifer’s leg to get back to 
her spot. 

Fifer picked up the 3-D door, cringing as she examined it. The dirt shook 
off easily enough, but there was a small ripple and a tear in the paper. After 
everything the scroll had been through today, this was how it got wrecked? 
“Not good,” Fifer said, smoothing the ripple but unable to do anything about 
the tear. “I hope we can fix it.” 

There was nothing more she or Kitten could do right now. A door with a 
little rip in it was better than no door at all. She continued on, finally making 
it to the clearing and the jungle tube where Florence, Sky, and Ava and Lukas 
waited, looking anxious after so much time had passed. 

When they saw Fifer coming, they ran to greet her. “What happened?” 
Florence demanded. “Where’s everyone else? Why didn’t you come back 
through the tube?” 


“Where’s our mom?” asked Lukas. 


“And dad?” asked Ava. 

“Are you okay?” asked Sky. 

“Tm okay,” Fifer confirmed. Keeping the children in mind, she explained 
everything from the time her team left the secret hallway: Conducting their 
surprise attack, getting trapped on the staircase, and everyone dropping faster 
than Fifer could perform release spells on them. She told them how she’d 
escaped, and how she'd watched from the hammock as the dissenters sent 
everyone to the library and lounge and then destroyed the only remaining 
main tube that actually worked. “We were lucky Frieda wasn’t present for 
most of it. When she showed up, she tried to, um...” She glanced at Ava and 
Lukas, then continued. “Tried to take me out permanently with three heart 
attack components.” She paused. “Only two of them hit.” 

Florence was quiet. Her face fell with every detail. “I didn’t expect this level 
of severity. Or this much organization,” she said, beginning to pace. “How did 
you get trapped like that? You are all seasoned fighters. How many times...?” 
She frowned and mercifully trailed off. 

“We... made a mistake. We didn’t think anyone was in the hallways on the 
second floor,” Fifer explained, feeling the shame rise in her neck and face. “I 
guess we thought that since Frieda had recently been holding a meeting in the 
entryway, everyone would still be down there. So we were planning to do 
some damage and then retreat. But... that didn’t go as planned. Everybody 
wanted to be fighting, not looking out.” 

Florence let out a deep sigh and shook her head. “Did I not teach you 
stubborn alpha mages anything?” 

“But,” Fifer said with a glimmer of hope in her voice, “I managed to steal 
the 3-D theater door. Unfortunately,” she added, “it sustained a small tear.” 
Fifer chose not to mention that the rip happened due to her tripping over her 
own feet. She and the others were already looking incompetent enough in 
Florence’s eyes at the moment. 

“Good,” said Florence. “How did you get it?” 

Striving to get back in Florence’s good graces, Fifer explained how she’d 
managed to steal it while still under attack. “I know it was a big risk, because 
if I'd been hit... well, among other unpleasant things, it would have taken 
longer for you to learn about what happened. I took the chance because we 
need Simber.” 


“That was dangerous,” Florence said. “But I'm glad you did it. Having 
Simber back with us will be a big relief” 

“Not that he’s ‘with’ us, exactly,” Sky warned. “He told Fifer and me 
outright that he works for Frieda now, and we shouldn't tell him things that 
could compromise him. He said he’s bound by the constraints of magic that 
Mr. Today instilled in him, and that he must be loyal to the head mage. I'm 
not sure that’s something he can change—it’s just ingrained.” 

Fifer looked troubled. “Well, sure, that’s how he was made, but this is a 
terrible mage. I would hope he could get over those feelings of loyalty to 
somebody who’s not worthy of it. Won't his sense of right and wrong win out? 
I mean, he told Frieda he wouldn’t hurt us. But he didn’t say he would work 
with us, either. Do you mean we shouldn't even try to release him?” After all 
Fifer had gone through to get the 3-D door, she wasn’t keen on doing nothing 
with it. 

“I didn’t say that,” Sky said. “But...” She frowned. “Can we trust him to help 
us? Or will he be one more enemy? Florence, you'd know better than me.” 

Florence looked troubled. “Your concerns are valid, Sky. I find it a relief 
that he told Frieda he wouldn't hurt us. And her locking him up in the theater 
means she doesn’t trust him, or else she'd certainly use him to fight us.” She 
paused to think. “He’s got to have some type of strength in him that will help 
him overcome his loyalty to Frieda. Something good inside him that senses 
what's right for Artimé and all of the people he loves. I mean, he knew better 
than anyone what Marcus Today intended this world to be. But now I’m 
worried.” She hesitated and looked down, shaking her head slightly. “I can’t 
believe Pm questioning my dearest friend. ’'ve known him every day of my 
life.” 

“Simber wouldn’t turn against us,” said Ava decisively, looking up from her 
spot on the ground. “He couldn't.” Lukas nodded sleepily in agreement, but 
they both looked scared. Sky knelt to reassure them, then invited them to sit 
down with their backs against a tree so she could tell them a story. 

Fifer and Florence stood grim and unsure, talking through what could 
happen if they freed Simber. Fifer was overwhelmed by their tiny army. If only 
Thisbe would return to help this land—her homeland! Fifer thought. Then she felt a 
twinge of guilt, because that’s exactly what Thisbe had done by going with the 
Revinir. But wasn’t Thisbe able to return by now? Where was she? They needed 
help! 


Finally Fifer threw her hands up in exasperation. “Look. If we can’t fix the 
3-D door, we won't be able to get to Simber anyway. So we may as well not 
stand here forever wondering. The clock is ticking on our friends trapped in 
the library. They won't have any food or water like the lounge people have 
access to. I say we chance it and free Simber first, because were definitely not 
going to get anywhere without him.” 

Sky left the children to pick their favorite leaves at the base of the tree and 
returned to Fifer and Florence. “Do you know who’s in the library?” she asked, 
her expression worried. “Did you see who they were sending there?” 

“They didn’t send as many there as to the lounge. I saw Aaron and 
Clementi. And Samheed. Maybe a couple of others.” 

Florence looked up. “Aaron and Samheed? Well, that'll be interesting at 
least. Forced to work together after that argument they had. I look forward to 
hearing that story once they’re out of there.” 

“Here’s hoping we can get them out,” said Sky. “Do you have any more of 
those new send components so we can communicate with Aaron and the 
others?” 

“I made a few more after the one I sent to Thisbe, but they're in Octavia’s 
classroom,” said Florence grimly. “I didn’t think to tell the group to grab them 
for me.” 

“We wouldn’t have been able to reach her classroom anyway,” said Fifer. 

“We also didn’t expect to be separated like this,” Sky said. She blew out an 
exasperated breath. “We have to figure out how to get everyone out of there.” 

“One thing at a time.” Florence reached for the 3-D door and unrolled it 
carefully to examine the tear. It went a few inches into the drawing, which 
meant the door wouldnt expand and rise off the paper to form a real door. 
“Okay,” she said. “This is definitely a problem. Since we can’t access the 
mansion to get supplies to fix this, the nearest place to find what we need is in 
Quill. And you're going to have do some serious searching to find art supplies 
there.” 

“We could break into Claire’s house,” said Sky. “I'll bet she has plenty.” 

“Great idea.” Fifer emitted a short, shrill whistle to call for the hammock, 
then turned to Florence as her birds, now fully recovered, laid the canvas 
down and gathered around them. “Sky and I will take the hammock to Quill— 
it'll be faster. We'll meet you back here.” 


“Don’t bother,” said Florence. “We can’t do anything with that door out 
here—there’s nothing smooth enough to attach the drawing to. The kids and I 
will meet you at the old Quillitary building. We can use the exterior wall 
there. And while I work on fixing the drawing, you two and the children can 
get some sleep in the barracks. By morning TIl have a plan for our next move.” 
Florence gave them a weak but encouraging smile. 

Fifer and Sky agreed to the plan. They got into the hammock, and the birds 
took them up through the trees. 

Florence, Ava, and Lukas watched them go. After a moment Florence 
turned and called out to Panther and the rock to let them know what to do 
next if summoned. Then she hoisted the children up, one in each arm, and 
started the trek toward the Quillitary grounds, each step causing the land to 
tremor slightly. Heavyhearted, she knew that even with Simber on their side, 
the small group of them who weren't trapped didn’t stand a chance against an 
army so brainwashed they couldn’t tell right from wrong. 





Meanwhile in the Lounge 


Seth went behind the lounge bar and tried to figure out how to get the orange- 
cream dispenser to work. 

“What are you doing?” asked [brahim in a hushed voice. He didn’t want to 
disturb Lani and Carina, who were nearby, deep in conversation about how 
they were going to escape their entrapment. Others sat in the booths in small 
groups, brainstorming. Sean brooded by himself, no doubt worried about Ava 
and Lukas. 

“If we can’t get out of here, we may as well eat something,” Seth replied, 
jiggling a tap handle. It clicked and stuck forward, and orange cream started 
pouring out onto the floor. “Crud!” he cried, and Ibrahim ran for a tall soda 
glass and a towel. 

Seth filled the glass, then pushed the handle into the upright position, 
stopping the flow. “That was easier than I expected,” he said. “I could totally 
work here.” He licked the sticky mess off the back of his hand and offered 
Ibrahim the first sip from the glass. “I used to help in the kitchen sometimes, 
you know. Thisbe and Fifer and me. We sent the room service food up the 
elevator to the proper rooms.” 


“Tm not sure that qualifies you to work here, but okay,” said Ibrahim. “I 
mean, licking orange cream off your hand might be a bit of a turnoff to your 
customers.” He slurped on the drink and nodded approvingly. “Are you any 
good at food design?” 

“Food design?” Seth had never heard that term before, but he nodded. 
“Sure. Im good at a lot of things. Pottery, um, food design, like you 
mentioned, and... other food-related things.” 

“Pottery is food related?” 

“Obviously.” Seth rummaged under the counter and brought out a ceramic 
serving bowl with fruit in it. “See? Pottery. Food.” 

Ibrahim’s thick, tented eyebrows were the most expressive part of his face, 
and when he raised one, as he did now, his skepticism was glaringly obvious. 
He grabbed a piece of fruit and polished it on his shirt. 

“Hey, Seth, Ibrahim,” said Carina. “Can you bring that fruit bowl over here? 
And anything else you can find. We need fuel for our minds to figure out how 
to get out of here.” 

Seth and Ibrahim searched the cabinets and found loaves of bread, nuts, 
and other snacks. Seth filled several glasses with the orange-cream drink and 
put them on a large round tray, then carefully brought it over to where Lani, 
Carina, and the others sat. There were close to twenty-five people and statues 
milling around. 

“Has anyone figured out who's not here?” Lani asked. “Samheed, for one.” 
She seemed a bit worried, understandably so. “Who else is missing from our 
team?” 

“Fifer,” said Seth. “And Aaron.” 

“Octavia’s not here, is she?” asked Claire, scanning the room. 

“No,” said Henry, who was sitting with Thatcher and the rest of their 
family. “Clementi is missing too.” 

“What about Fox and Kitten?” asked the ostrich statue grumpily. “Everyone 
always forgets the statues.” 

Claire looked like she wasn’t about to take any sass from the ostrich, as 
she'd been the one to note Ms. Octavia’s absence a moment ago. But Gunnar 
Haluki nudged her, so she closed her lips firmly and ignored the bird instead. 
“Does anybody know what caused the tube system failure? I can’t even get Earl 
to surface on the tube’s blackboard. I don’t know if all of the blackboards are 
broken too, or if Earl is under Frieda’s command not to speak to us.” 


“I was hoping you'd know how to fix it,” said Carina. 

“I have no idea how,” said Claire. “This has never happened before.” 

“I assume something must have gone wrong with the main tubes,” said Lani. 

“Yes, it has,” said Sean, looking up from his seat nearby. “Two of the tubes 
were already destroyed—did anybody else notice that when we were fighting? 
I was trying to figure out a new plan of escape and saw that the control panels 
were smashed.” 

“Monsters,” Claire muttered. “Why did they have to destroy everything? 
What’s the point in doing that? After everything Artimé has done for them— 
it’s just absurd. And uncouth. My father would be horrified, and so hurt.” 

“It doesn’t make sense, especially since they decided to take over the 
mansion,” said Seth. “What good does that do? Talk about a lack of foresight. 
Now they’re stuck with the ruins.” 

Sean smiled grimly. “And we're stuck in here.” 

“They had enough foresight to organize and trap us,” said Ibrahim glumly. 
“Florence is going to be livid when she finds out.” 

“Where do you think the others are?” asked Seth. “I hope they’re not...” His 
face turned gray. Alex’s death was still fresh on his mind. What if Frieda 
Stubbs had killed Aaron and Fifer, like she’d threatened to do? Was that too 
far-fetched to worry about at this point? Would she really go through with her 
threats, or was it all just fearmongering blather? He could feel his chest 
tighten. Where are they? And Clementi, too? He couldn’t think about it. “I really 
hope they escaped,” he murmured. His stomach gurgled, and suddenly the 
thought of orange cream made him nauseous. 

“I think theyre fine,” said Carina reassuringly, despite the worry in her 
eyes. “My guess? The dissenters probably just shoved our frozen bodies out of 
the tube into the piles we found ourselves in when we woke up. When they 
couldn’t fit any more on top of the pile of people in here, I'll bet you anything 
they sent the rest to the theater or the library.” 

Seth gave his mother a grateful look. “I hope you're right.” He took in a 
deep breath and let it out slowly. It was calming to have a new image to dwell 
on. Carina was always so good at sensing when Seth’s anxiety was high and he 
needed help with it. But he was still worried. He had to focus on something 
else. “So,” he said with another measured breath, “how do we fix the tube?” 
When nobody said anything immediately, he offered, “Remember, Aaron fixed 
one once. Maybe he’s already working on it.” 


“No doubt he is,” declared Lani with assurance she didn’t feel. She pressed 
her fingers to her temples, massaging them as if she had a headache. Then she 
looked up. “Who’s our best artist in here? Anyone especially good with 
drawing or painting?” 

Henry glanced at Ibrahim. “Ib? You're pretty good.” 

“Tm better at dance,” Ibrahim said, looking worried. “Why? What kind of 
drawing do you need?” 

“A 3-D door,” said Lani. “From memory.” 

Ibrahim stared. “I—we haven't started that in art class yet. I don’t have the 
faintest idea about how to do it.” 

Lani patted his hand reassuringly. “That’s okay. I didn’t expect any of us 
could do that. It’s very difficult. I figured it was worth asking.” 

“Here’s hoping Octavia’s already started on one,” said Claire. “Wherever she 
is. But for now, I say we may as well get some sleep while we can.” 

Many of the others agreed, but Sean stayed seated at his table, staring 
listlessly at the tubes. Soon Carina joined him, and they sat together silently, 
feeling helpless and hoping their younger ones were handling everything okay. 

Before Seth lay down to rest, he went over to his mother and Sean. “You 
know,” he said quietly, “Florence is the best babysitter in all of Artimé. I speak 
from experience. Ava and Lukas are probably having a total blast hanging out 
with her.” 

Sean looked up, eyes glistening, and put his hand on Seth’s forearm. 
“Thanks, Seth,” he said earnestly. “You really know how to make a guy feel 
better. When did you learn how to do that?” 

Seth glanced warmly at his mom, then back at Sean. “I dunno,” he said 
lightly. “I must have figured it out somewhere.” He left his mother and Sean to 
themselves and found a place to lie down on the floor, though he wasn’t sure 
he'd be able to sleep. He may have eased Sean’s fears, but now all Seth hoped 
for was to feel just as good about Fifer being alive. 





Seeing Things 


losers great relief it was quiet in the cavelands, and the ghost dragons 
weren't the least bit fierce. They wandered aimlessly as if waiting for 
something that they couldn’t quite remember. By nightfall, Dev was moving 
around and feeling a bit better, though his ribs still ached badly. He was 
strong enough to draw water from the river to drink, but fishing was out of 
the question. Every slight movement made some part of him hurt. 

But at least he wasn’t dead, he kept reminding himself. Eventually, when he 
grew hungry enough, he worked up the courage to ask for help with fishing 
from a passing dragon named Astrid. She obliged without argument and said 
she'd deliver it to wherever Dev decided to sleep for the night. He found an 
empty cave nearby and watched for Astrid to come back so he could flag her 
down in case she forgot who she was bringing it to. When the ghost dragon 
returned with a nice plump fish, she started a fire for him with one breath so 
he wouldn’t have to and left him to settle in and cook his dinner. 

The peaceful environment gave Dev plenty of time to think about his 
narrow escape from death, as well as his predicament going forward. Did the 
Revinir think he was dead? He certainly hoped so. And would he stay here in 
the cavelands? While this sort of quiet boredom was nice for the moment, he 


didn’t think he could stand it for long. But Drock had practically ordered him 
not to return to Grimere, and for once Dev felt strongly that he should not 
challenge that directive. Maybe it was the near-death experience that had him 
wanting to obey, or his increased fear of the Revinir now that he was back in 
control of his own mind. Or perhaps it was the compassion that the dark 
purple dragon had shown him. The memory of Drock’s kindness warmed him. 
Dev wasn’t quite sure how to accept that sort of gift, since hed rarely seen 
such generosity directed toward him. 

Eventually Dev’s mind wandered to the images that had flashed before his 
eyes when he was falling from the window, which had been caused by the 
Revinir’s roar. He’d experienced them a few times since taking the ancestor 
broth, whenever the Revinir sent out her call. But it always seemed like he'd 
been on the run and too busy trying not to get caught to contemplate them. 

Not so, now. He had all the time in the world to think them through. The 
only problem was that he wasn’t sure what the images stood for. He'd never 
seen anything like them before in his life that he could remember. 

He’d heard Thisbe talking about this phenomenon briefly in the catacombs 
—before he went to sacrifice himself to give the others a chance to escape. 
And he remembered the first time it had happened—it was in the kitchen, 
around the time he'd recognized Thisbe was back working with him. Maybe 
he’d seen them before that, but if so, he didn’t have any recollection of it. It 
was like hed come back to life in that moment after Thisbe fed him the 
ancestor broth. 

She'd saved him, really. He knew that. Saved him from being under the 
Revinir’s mind control forever. She’d risked coming back to Grimere, getting 
sent to the catacombs, and being taken captive again just for him. For the 
others, too, of course, but she didn’t know them very well. And he could tell 
how glad she'd been to see him recognize her, which made him feel like he had 
a real friend for the first time ever, even though that feeling was short-lived. 
So him saving her right back? Well, Dev thought it shouldn't be feeling as bad 
as it did. It felt lonely, like his insides had been shredded by Drock’s teeth too. 
Maybe the brokenness inside him that Drock said he couldn’t fix wasn’t his 
ribs after all. “It’s just that they all left me,” he muttered, staring at the embers 
of the fire. 

He lay down on the hard ground. The images lined his mind, easy enough 
to pull up now that he had time to focus on them. The most intriguing one 


was that of a glorious palace, with five bulb-topped towers, one in each corner 
of the structure and the largest in the middle. The palace was shimmering and 
colorful, like something out of a storybook. It was boldly painted, purple and 
orange and red, and it stood slightly raised on a hill with inviting roads and 
paths leading to it from all directions, and lush grass and flowers in between. 
People strolled along paths through an orchard from a village nearby, and 
carts hurried up and down the roads. The scene looked so pleasant, like a place 
without any cares. Where no one had to worry about being punished for 
someone else’s mistakes. Where friends were a normal part of life. Where food 
was abundant, and no one was excluded from eating it. 

It seemed like a dreamland to Dev. Too good to be true. And certainly it 
was, for in the corner of the image, Dev could see a small flaming rock with a 
lengthy tail of fire in the sky, heading straight for the palace. One more thing 
that was too good to be true. 

When Dev slept, he erased the meteor from the image in his dreams and 
wandered the land outside the palace, traversing the paths that led to the 
glorious entrance and waiting to be invited inside. 





A Rough Landing 


forgrun and Quince flew over Warbler during the second night and had the 
island of Quill and Artimé in their sights before dawn. They steered toward it. 
Their riders woke, having missed Warbler Island completely while they slept. 
Thisbe got up feeling agitated and anxious, with all of her worries multiplying 
the closer they got to Fifer in Artimé and the farther they got from Dev in 
Grimere. 

But Thisbe had work to do, and soon she and Maiven had the others fueling 
up with breakfast and on their feet to practice breathing fire, work on their 
sword fighting techniques, and review the magical spells Thisbe had taught 
them. The former slaves were quick learners, and slowly but surely things were 
coming together. Thisbe’s confidence rose when she could see her home island. 
Her scales tingled in anticipation, and she wanted to urge Gorgrun and 
Quince to fly faster. Florence would be surprised and pleased to see the small 
army she was bringing. Thisbe hoped they weren't too late to help. 

As they approached the Island of Legends off the coast of Quill, everyone 
took a break to look down on the beautiful, living crab named Karkinos, who 
had a lush forest covering his shell. Thisbe, in a combination of both 


languages, described the scene before them. “There's a shiny rooster on the top 
of the tallest tree at the center of the forest,” she explained, like a tour guide. 
“Do you see him glinting in the sunlight? His name is Vido. He shouts out 
weird wisdom quotes if you get close enough. And hidden in the trees are 
hundreds of drop bears. They are adorably cute but really dangerous. There’s a 
smelly hibagon, too, but he stays hidden, because if you catch his gaze, you'll 
fall in love with him.” 

The team tittered with that revelation. Thisbe smiled and waited, then 
continued when they quieted. “Often on the beach you'll see Lhasa the snow 
lion, and Talon the bronze giant, who is the caretaker of Karkinos the crab. 
But I don’t see either of them right now. Oh, and Issie the sea monster! She’s 
the mother of Isobel, who helped me and my friends return here safely 
through the volcano system. I've been trying to get them to find each other, 
because Issie keeps crying for her baby. It’s really sad. But they don’t seem to 
understand. Talon talked about going in search of her—I hope he has.” 

Maiven and the other children peppered Thisbe with questions, but soon 
her attention turned toward Artimé, and she faltered with the answers. She 
strained her eyes to detect what was happening, imagining all sorts of bloody 
battles going on across the lawn like she’d read about in Lani’s books. But she 
could see nothing but the mansion and the fountains and the jungle. No 
human or statue activity, not any movement anywhere. They got closer, and 
Thisbe could see signs of past skirmishes, for sure—some of the grass was torn 
up, and piles of glass next to the mansion caught the light. She noticed 
Scarlet’s skiff anchored in front of the mansion, which was uncommon, but 
not suspect. 

“I wonder if the whole battle is over already,” said Thisbe, her heart 
pounding. If so, what was the outcome? She rested a hand on the hilt of her 
sword and kept looking for any sign of life. While Thisbe never wanted to see 
any Artiméans in battle against one another, or discover that anyone had been 
hurt, this calm scene was almost disappointing—they’d come all this way at 
Florence’s request. “If it is over,” Thisbe mused, “it would have been nice of 
Florence to let us know.” 

The others eyed Thisbe, gauging her mood, and watched the island grow 
larger. 

“Are you able to send Florence the new send spell?” Rohan asked. “Ask her 
whats happening? We don’t exactly want to go flying in there with the 


dragons spraying fire if everything has been settled.” 

“No,” Thisbe lamented. “I wish I could. When I sent my reply, the spell 
component went with it—my guess is it'll only come back to me if Florence 
replies to my response. If I had my own supply of send components I could 
start a new message, but it’s a brand-new spell, just developed after I left.” She 
paused. “Maybe she hasn’t made any more components. I’m sure she’s been 
busy.” 

Asha said something to Rohan in the common language intended to be 
translated, but Thisbe thought she understood. “Are you wondering if I should 
send her the regular seek spell?” Thisbe asked. “I could, but that might be 
confusing—it’s been known mainly as a call for help. I don’t want Florence to 
worry about me right now, or receive a brightly lit spell that could give away 
her location in case she’s in danger or hiding somewhere.” She wrinkled her 
nose and studied the island as they drew close, trying to see through the 
mansion windows. She could barely make out the outlines of people standing 
just inside, not moving. “This is strange. They must still be fighting, but 
nothing’s actually happening right now. Unless... it’s over? But if the war is 
over, why is nobody on the lawn on such a beautiful morning? It’s not normal.” 

Quince turned his head. “What is it that we are doing again?” he asked. “Is 
this where Pan lives?” 

“No,” said Thisbe patiently, for there was no other way to be with the ghost 
dragons. “Pan is back in the land of the dragons under the Revinir’s mind 
control. When she’s in this world, she lives one island farther east, the tall 
cylindrical one. We're here to stop a civil war on this island. Remember?” 

“Oh, yes,” said Quince. “Though I don’t see a war. Where is it?” 

“Um,” said Thisbe, “m not... sure.” She and Maiven exchanged a pained 
look. 

“What shall we do, Thisbe?” asked Maiven gently. “This is your decision.” 

“I—I’m thinking.” Thisbe leaned forward, knowing she had about ten 
seconds to come up with a plan before they'd actually be on top of the island. 
“Gorgrun and Quince, can you circle around please?” called Thisbe, feeling 
desperate for time to think. Certainly someone would have seen the dragons 
approaching by now—there was no way to sneak up on them. Where was 
Simber? The island was too eerily quiet and calm. Something wasn’t right. 
Simber should be here. Something wasn’t right. 


Thisbe began to panic. “Be on your guard!” she shouted. “Prepare your 
spells, humans! Gorgrun, swoop in so we can get a better look inside the 
mansion, but don’t land just yet.” 

“Do you want us to torch the structure?” asked Quince. 

“No!” cried Thisbe, clutching her shirt. “Goodness. No. That would be 
terrible. Hold your dragon fire! Let’s just swing wide around the mansion for a 
look.” 

Gorgrun complied with Thisbe’s instructions, swooping low over the beach 
and lawn. As they passed the windows, Thisbe shaded her eyes, ready with 
components. She peered inside, trying to see if she recognized anyone 
standing there. Cries of fright rose at the nearness of these unfamiliar ghost 
dragons. “They're here! The evil dragon-monsters have come!” Through the 
noise, Thisbe heard a louder call to attack. Fearful dissenters launched 
components from every window. 

“Look out!” Thisbe cried, but her warning came too late as three of her 
friends were hit with scatterclip spells. With nothing immediately behind 
them to stick to, the three sailed backward off the dragon and flew all the way 
to the fountain on the lawn, smacking into the sculpture and sticking there. 

Rohan dodged flying components and sent a glass spell at one of the 
mansion windows, sealing it up nicely and forcing the person inside to find a 
new place to work from or take the time to release the spell. Thisbe peppered 
the visible dissenters with backward bobbly head, fire step, and pin cushion 
components, introducing all sorts of confusion and distraction into the 
mansion. They soared around the other side and did the same. One of the 
other children from Grimere managed to place a glass spell too, and earned 
high praise from Thisbe as the dragon rose out of range. 

“Let’s quickly grab the ones we lost,” Thisbe called out to Gorgrun. “You can 
land on the lawn by the fountain. We'll be far enough from the mansion that 
their magic won't reach us unless they come outside. And if that happens, we'll 
see them coming. I'll release the spells on our friends, and we can figure out 
what to do next.” 

Thisbe was deeply puzzled and very worried. What had happened here in 
her absence? Where were all of her allies? She didn’t recognize anyone in the 
windows. Where was Simber, for crying out loud? He was always at the 
forefront of battle. And Florence—the Magical Warrior trainer would never 
shy away from a fight. She was the lead. And what about Fifer and Aaron and 


Seth and the others? Were they hiding somewhere? Or had they somehow 
been... overcome? A sick feeling came over her. She couldn’t lose Fifer the way 
she’d lost Alex. Where is she? 

As Thisbe released the scatterclip spells and helped the three board 
Gorgrun’s back again, she grew more and more alarmed about her missing 
friends. If they had been overtaken by Frieda Stubbs and the dissenters, where 
were they? Somewhere inside the mansion? Or... dead... even the statues? 
Killed by fellow Artiméans? If not, what were they doing? Where had they 
gone? Were they in hiding? Had Thisbe and the dragons unwittingly bungled 
something? 

Thisbe had a hundred more questions and no answers. “Let’s retreat!” 
Thisbe called. Gorgrun and Quince thundered across the lawn and rose up 
over the water. “Circle the entire island, please. I want to have a look at what’s 
going on elsewhere.” Maybe they’d see someone they actually knew. 

As the dragons left the dissenters hanging out of the mansion windows, 
watching the giant ghost creatures fly away, Thisbe ripped her fingers through 
her short curls. 

“Perhaps we should torch the place after all,” Quince called out in an 
upbeat voice. “It didn’t seem like you cared about any of the people in there.” 

Thisbe stared at the back of Quince’s head. “Didn’t you tell me once that 
you couldn’t cause the deaths of people?” she said. “That’s what you told Rohan 
and me when you brought us to the castle the first time.” 

“That’s only in the land of the dragons,” said Gorgrun. “Our motherland. 
That rule has to do with the black-eyed rulers and the dragons, and the way 
the rulership is transferred from one generation of dragons to the next. We 
cannot do the work for the next generation—they must prove themselves 
worthy by performing the takeover.” 

“Oh,” said Thisbe, glancing at Rohan and Asha, who were nearest her. 
“That'll never happen as long as they’re mind controlled.” 

“The Revinir is a dragon,” Rohan pointed out. “And she has taken over.” 

“There’s no way any of us black-eyed people would approve the partnership 
and pledge to work with her,” said Thisbe. “The transfer can’t happen until 
there are two agreed-upon leaders. Right, Maiven?” 

“Correct,” said Maiven. 

It gave them some comfort. But it didn’t diminish the Revinir’s power. 


Turning back to address Gorgrun’s question about torching the place, 
Thisbe called out to him. “I’m not sure where my allies are at the moment, so I 
don’t want to set any fires, in case they’re inside.” She didn’t want to torch the 
mansion, regardless, she added silently. The mansion was more than a home. It 
was a symbol of goodness. Of life and love and safety for children being 
purged from their families in the only world they'd ever known. Losing the 
mansion would be the end of something so many Unwanteds had come to find 
tremendous comfort within. 

“Besides,” said Thisbe, who was still justifying her decision, “the people who 
attacked us are Artimeans. They’re our own people.” She blew out a breath and 
looked down at the jungle, wondering if any of her allies were hiding there. 
“This is a very confusing situation,” she added. “All of these people should be 
our friends. But now they’re enemies. I don’t understand what happened.” 

“War is strange,” Quince said in a somber voice. “We've seen enough of it, 
haven't we, Gorgrun? Maiven? I remember that well enough.” 

“Indeed,” Maiven murmured. Quince curved inland and Gorgrun followed. 
Soon they were flying above one of the four quadrants of Quill, casting vast 
shadows over the land and striking fear in the people who were out and about, 
apparently unaware of the strife in nearby Artimé. 

Maiven approached Thisbe. “What are you thinking about?” she asked her 
quietly. “Is there any way I can help?” 

Maiven’s humble offer reminded Thisbe that the woman standing beside 
her was a great warrior. Thisbe had become so used to dealing with problems 
on her own that she'd nearly forgotten she had wisdom at her fingertips. She 
swiped her hands down her arms to resettle her scales as images swept through 
the back of her mind of the rogue usurpers and the battles in Grimere. “Thank 
you, Grandmother,” Thisbe said. “TIl take any advice you wish to offer.” 

Maiven touched Thisbe’s hand. “I think you're smart to circle the island. Is 
it strange that life seems casual below us here compared to your magical 
mansion area?” 

“I think it points to the fact that Quill isn’t involved in this war,” Thisbe 
said. “They don’t seem to know it’s happening. That’s not totally surprising— 
the two entities work independently.” 

“I see,” said Maiven. “And what are we looking for?” 

“Large statues. You know what Simber looks like. Florence is a very tall, 
muscular, ebony-colored stone warrior woman with a quiver and arrows on 


her back. You can’t miss her.” 

“And you don’t think they’re part of the group in the mansion?” 

“No,” said Thisbe decisively. “Unless they’re somehow being held against 
their will. I can’t imagine how, though.” 

Both of them studied the ground below, looking for any sign of Simber or 
Florence or the others. Talking to Maiven had calmed Thisbe enough to think 
things through, but the fear for Thisbe and Aaron remained. She fingered a 
small folded drawing in her pocket, which Florence had scribbled for her 
when she was training. Then she pulled it out and opened it. “I think we need 
to risk sending a seek spell to Florence,” she said. “At least that'll tell us where 
she is. I don’t want to waste time searching the whole island if she’s in the 
mansion.” 

“Are you sure? You said earlier that it might also worry her. Or reveal to 
others that you're looking for her, thus putting her in danger.” 

“It could do both,” Thisbe admitted. “But the people who fired on us 
already know we're here. As for worrying her—well, that’s the least of our 
problems right now. Besides, she knows were coming, so she should be 
expecting us.” 

“Well thought out,” said Maiven. “I say it’s worth the risk.” 

With that, Thisbe made up her mind. She held the drawing, closed her eyes, 
and concentrated. A moment later a ball of light shot out and soared straight 
and true to a spot in Quill not far from the border of Artimé. Thisbe and the 
others followed the trail of fading light with their eyes, and Gorgrun started 
after it. Then Thisbe gasped when she saw a most peculiar sight. 

“There!” Thisbe cried. “I see them! Gorgrun, Quince, head straight for that 
open area near the building, where that tall statue and four humans are 
dancing and waving.” 





A Grand Attack 


The Sirst person Thisbe saw was Fifer. Her heart caught in her throat. Her 
sister was alive! Relief flooded her, but the animosity between them 
immediately resurfaced. Fifer looked disheveled and didn’t seem terribly 
pleased to see her. And while Thisbe was glad to see her sister, there were so 
many unsaid things between them that Thisbe couldn’t deal with right now. 
Especially with a war at hand. She turned her gaze abruptly to Florence. “I’m 
glad we found you,” she called out as Gorgrun came to a stop on the ground. 
“Tt wasn’t easy.” 

“Thisbe! I’m so relieved you're here,” Florence said as everyone disembarked 
the ghost dragon. Quince landed several yards away. “I nearly forgot you were 
coming. I mean, I know you said you were on your way, but with everything 
that has happened... time has flown by, and it’s been a little hectic trying to 
keep track of everyone.” She came forward to greet Thisbe and meet the 
others. 

Sky ran up to Thisbe and embraced her, giving her a kiss on the cheek. But 
Fifer’s approach was less enthusiastic. The twins exchanged a measured glance. 


Thisbe nodded. 


“Hi,” Fifer said. There was ice in her voice. Thisbe had left in the middle of 
the night without telling her a thing about her plans. That, to Fifer, was on the 
verge of being unforgiveable. That’s not how the twins had ever been. To make 
matters worse, Thisbe had told Aaron she was leaving. What if Thisbe had 
been killed? It was terribly hurtful to Fifer, and while she’d been able to tamp 
down those hurt feelings while facing Frieda’s dissenters, they all came 
bubbling back up now. 

Thisbe averted her gaze and took a nervous step back, then noticed Ava 
and Lukas, who were cowering at Florence’s legs and staring at the ghost 
dragons. It was an eclectic, small group in this remote place away from 
Artime. “What are you doing here? Where is everybody else? We flew by the 
mansion, and it was so strange.” A pang of fear, like the one she'd felt when she 
and Sky had stumbled onto Alex’s grave, shot through her. “Is Aaron... and 
everyone... okay? They can’t all be...” 

“We think they’re fine,” Sky said quickly. She glanced from one twin to the 
other, noting the cold greeting and stepping in to explain a few things to the 
newcomers. “Alive, at least. We believe they’re trapped in the remote rooms of 
the mansion.” She explained the attack and Fifer’s narrow escape. “The 
dissenters sent our frozen friends to the library and lounge and destroyed the 
main tubes so they couldn't return.” 

Thisbe stared. “Destroyed the tubes? That’s ridiculous! So they're holding 
our friends as hostages and keeping us out of the mansion?” 

“Yes,” said Sky. 

“Simber too?” 

“No,” Fifer said, lifting her chin and keeping her eyes narrowed, not quite 
looking at Thisbe. “He’s trapped in the theater.” 

“What?” said Thisbe, incredulous. 

Sky shook her head. “It’s a long story.” 

“How did things get to this point?” Thisbe exclaimed. “I can’t believe this is 
happening in Artime.” She turned to look at Rohan and Maiven and the 
others. “This is not the home I described to you. It’s not the peaceful, beautiful 
land I know.” 

“We understand,” said Rohan. “Really. None of this reflects poorly on any 
of you.” He and the other black-eyed children were well aware of hardships in 
their homeland, so they could relate. 


“I should introduce everyone,” said Thisbe. She'd forgotten with all the 
tension surrounding her. “Maiven, you remember... my sister.” Thisbe realized 
Fifer had no idea that Maiven was their grandmother. She didn’t feel like 
mentioning it at the moment, but neglecting to would only cause more 
problems with Fifer down the road. “Fifer, we have some interesting news— 
Maiven is actually our grandmother. We’ll explain everything later, but... I 
wanted to be sure to tell you right away.” She tried not to sound defensive, but 
it wasn't really working. 

Fifer’s eyes widened. “Grandmother?” she whispered. “What?” She looked at 
Maiven, and they greeted each other with an awkward handshake. 

“We'll have a good talk later,” Maiven said. “I know this must be strange 
news at such a stressful time.” 

Fifer nodded. 

“And... you know Rohan, too,” Thisbe said to Fifer. 

“Of course,” said Rohan smoothly. He smiled and greeted Fifer, then 
quickly introduced everyone else, including himself to Florence, whom he'd 
heard so much about. 

“Wait a second,” said Fifer, suddenly alarmed and dropping her cold 
demeanor. “Where’s Dev? Is he... dead?” 

“No,” said Thisbe. “At least we don’t think so. But he’s captured.” She 
quickly brought Fifer and the others up to speed on what had happened, and 
how they'd been forced to leave Dev behind. Thisbe’s guilt over it was evident. 

“I'm sure he'll be fine,” Sky said kindly. “He’s gotten through everything 
else.” 

“I hope so,” Thisbe said. She looked at the ground. 

Fifer remained silent, and Thisbe could feel her sister’s eyes boring into her. 
Did Fifer blame Thisbe for that, too? 

Seeing the rising tension between the twins, Rohan stepped in again. “How 
can we help you, Florence?” 

Florence pointed to the wall of the abandoned Quillitary building, where 
an enormous drawing of double doors hung. “I think we've almost got this 
working, and then we'll have one more important player on our team. I hope 
so, anyway,” she added. “Thisbe, how are your drawing skills? Fifer and I have 
painstakingly fixed a tear in this drawing to make the 3-D door pop out so we 
can get to the theater, where Simber is being held. But I think a tiny bit of the 
ink needs to be touched up, because it still doesn’t work.” 


“Tm not as good as Alex was,” said Thisbe. “But I’m not bad. Let me take a 
look.” 

“The ripped spot is at the top right corner.” Florence gave Thisbe some of 
the drawing tools that she’d swiped from Claire and Gunnar’s house. Florence 
knelt and invited Thisbe to stand on her bent leg so she could reach the top of 
the drawing. 

After climbing up, Thisbe peered closely at the knot of wood in the 
drawing that Florence pointed out. She didn’t see anything amiss at first. “You 
repaired the tear really well,” she said. “I can’t even see it. But I think maybe 
some of the ink in one part of this knot must have become too thin in the 
process of the tear and repair.” She studied it for a long moment, looking at it 
from multiple angles, then considered the utensils in her hand. She selected 
the thinnest pen with the softest brush and uncapped it, revealing a narrow, 
feathery tip. She touched it to her sleeve to test it—she needed to know how 
much pressure it would take and if it would bleed into the paper. If she added 
even the slightest bit too much ink to the door, it would be ruined forever. 

“I have some scrap paper you can test on,” Fifer said gruffly, digging in her 
pants pocket for it. “We found it in Claire’s house. It’s the same thickness as 
the drawing.” 

“Thanks,” Thisbe said, taking it. She tested the pen on the scrap, making a 
few broad strokes, then lightening the pressure until she felt like she had the 
right amount of ink for the job. Sweat beaded on her nose. She could feel an 
intense need to get this right, not just to release Simber but to prove to Fifer 
and Florence and Sky that she was here to help, to rise above her fight with 
Fifer and defend their land. “Okay,” she said after a while. “Here goes.” She 
lifted her hand and watched it tremble, then set her lips firmly, mentally 
telling herself to get through this. 

Holding the pen poised, she brushed the air a few times to get the stroke at 
this angle and height, and then, without stopping the motions, let the pen 
lightly sweep across the knot of wood. Only once, and then she pulled back, 
expecting the door to come to life and push out from the wall. But it didn’t. 
The drawing remained two-dimensional. 

Thisbe blew out a breath, then repeated the action while everyone else 
watched silently. The door still didn’t change. 

Had she overdone it? Or did it still need something? Without having 
memorized the theater doors, Thisbe wasn’t sure. She was only going on 


instinct—how should this tiny part appear? It didn’t look too heavy, so maybe 
the knot should be even darker? Thisbe wiped the sweat off her face as the 
others continued looking on with strained expressions. Then she brushed the 
paper once more, ever so lightly, and leaned back, whispering, “Come on. 
Come on.” 

This time the enormous double doors pressed out from the wall, nearly a 
foot thick. The handles and hinges pushed out even farther. Thisbe stepped 
back and lost her balance, trying to get out of the way. Florence steadied her 
and helped her jump to safety. Then the two took another step back together. 
It was a stunning sight to see a drawing come to life—especially one so large. 

The people from Grimere applauded. They'd never seen anything like it. 

“Nice work, Thisbe,” Florence said. 

“Thanks,” she said. “I didn’t think I'd be able to do that.” She caught Fifer’s 
glance and they both looked away, but not before Thisbe saw that Fifer’s 
expression had softened slightly. “Open the doors,” Thisbe said coolly. “Let’s 
get Simber out of there. Everybody stand back! And don’t be scared,” she 
added to her newest friends. “He looks frightening, but he won't hurt you.” 

Fifer grabbed the handles, turned them until they gave a loud click, then 
swung them open, revealing the backs of the theater seats in the dimly lit 
auditorium and a long, wide center aisle running toward the stage at the far 
end. 

Halfway up the aisle, facing them, was Simber. The snarl on his face melted 
at the sight of Florence and two of his favorite humans, Fifer and Thisbe, and 
behind them two enormous ghost dragons, curling their necks and peering, 
fascinated, into the space. But then Simber’s expression became pained, 
because he knew there was no way that he could help them. 





Persuading the Cheetah 


mbe came toward them and stopped at the theater doorway. Florence, 
Thisbe, Fifer, and Lukas and Ava gathered around to greet him. The black- 
eyed friends of Grimere stayed back near the dragons, cautious of the stone 
cheetah. They didn’t remember the time they'd seen him before, because they'd 
been under the Revinir’s mind control. And even though Thisbe had told them 
not to be afraid, it was hard to convince themselves of that once they saw the 
winged beast. 

Florence ushered Simber out, closed the doors with a heavy thud, then 
loosened one corner of the paper border. The 3-D door flattened immediately. 
Florence pulled down the rest of it, rolled it up, secured it, and slipped it into 
her quiver on top of the mage robe that Sky had brought back from the secret 
hallway. 

The group of Artiméans began to explain to Simber everything that had 
happened. But before they could tell him much, Simber put a paw in the air to 
stop them. “Rrrememberrr, I worrrk forrr Frrrieda Stubbs now. You shouldn't 
be telling me all of this.” 

“Please,” said Florence with disgust. “She locked you in the theater on 
purpose, Sim.” 


“She’s destroying the mansion,” Fifer said. “She trapped our friends in the 
remote rooms. Simber, she started a war against our own people!” 

Sky’s eyes flashed. “How can you stay loyal to her? I can’t believe you're 
saying this, Simber. I’m... Alex would be so disappointed in you.” 

Simber turned sharply toward Sky, her words clearly cutting into him. “I 
was crrreated to be the helpmate of the head mage of Arrrtimé,” he growled. 
“That duty courrrses thrrrough me. I don’t have a choice.” 

“Nonsense,” said Fifer angrily. “That’s not the only thing you're made of. 
When Mr. Today created you, he infused so many good things into you. 
Courage, for one, and a sense of right and wrong. You can’t tell me that those 
things are less important than your duty to the head mage.” 

“Besides,” Thisbe argued, “do you really think Mr. Today intended for you 
to be loyal to someone who is destroying the world he created to save 
Unwanted children? Be real, Simber.” 

“The twins are right,” Florence said. “And if you don’t see that, or feel it 
inside, Simber, then I have lost all respect for you. You may as well go back 
inside that theater and wait for your new master to let you out.” 

“Too bad Frieda doesn’t have the 3-D door anymore,” Fifer remarked. 
“You'll be stuck in there for good.” 

Simber began pacing, stewing over the words, and his low growl 
crescendoed into a frustrated roar. “You don’t underrrstand!” he said. “This 
isn’t something I can change. It’s the firrrst law of my existence! Therrre is no 
debating it!” 

Fifer stepped forward and walked with him. “Simber,” she said softly. “Have 
you even tried to think of it a different way?” 

“Yes, Simber,” said Thisbe, moving to stand with Florence. “You know in 
your heart, whether you admit it or not, that Frieda Stubbs isn’t the rightful 
mage. Only someone with Artime’s best interests in mind should rule this 
world. That’s pretty basic. If Frieda keeps going, there won't be anything left of 
it.” She paused. “I never knew Mr. Today, but I can’t imagine that he would 
want you to be loyal to anyone who wishes to destroy everything Artimé 
stands for.” 

Florence closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. “The wisdom and 
maturity in these young women is the only thing keeping me from putting this 
door back up and shoving you back inside that theater right now, Simber. 
Theyre being way more patient than I would be.” 


Fifer couldn’t help glancing sidelong at Thisbe after Florence’s observation, 
but Thisbe pointedly didn’t look Fifer’s way and instead stayed laser focused 
on Simber. They may have been both making sense, but they were far from 
together on it. 

Florence put her hands on her hips and stared at her friend. “Now, Simber. 
Where do you stand? After all of that, do you still declare your loyalty to 
Frieda Stubbs?” 

Simber turned sharply and kept pacing. “I need to think!” he muttered. 

Florence hesitated and glanced at Fifer, who nodded. 

“Let’s give him a minute,” Fifer said. She retreated to allow the cheetah time 
without her breathing down his neck. Florence and Thisbe followed, and they 
all stood stonily and waited for the cheetah to come to his senses. 

The agony on Simber’s face was clear. He had been governed by a strict set 
of rules from the moment Mr. Today brought him to life. Loyalty to the head 
mage was his strongest instinct. But it was true he'd been struggling with 
Frieda Stubbs ever since Aaron had handed the robe to her. She wasn’t a true 
head mage—her takeover had been manipulative and underhanded. And she 
didn’t have the good of Artimé in mind. Simber doubted that Marcus would 
have ever imagined such a situation in Artimé, but here they were. Still, a 
right-hand cheetah statue had to follow the rules that were instilled in him. 
Didnt he? What would disappoint Marcus more? 

Simber had already pushed the boundaries when he'd declared to Frieda 
that he wouldnt hurt her Artiméan adversaries. He’d said it, then thought 
immediately that he’d gone a step too far. But who had truly put these strict 
rules in place? Marcus had never once lectured Simber about any of the cat’s 
duties. But he had come to him for advice from time to time. He’d trusted 
Simber’s competence in making wise and thoughtful decisions. Hed trusted 
his instincts and his ability to discern right from wrong. And his tendency to 
show compassion despite his gruff nature. Mr. Today had valued those traits in 
Simber, while never once demanding that Simber must be loyal to the head 
mage above all. It was just something Simber felt. Perhaps the severity of that 
rule had been self-imposed. 

If Marcus were alive, what would he say to Simber right now? What would 
Alex say? Simber stopped pacing and dropped his gaze as shame filled him. 
Sky had said Alex would be disappointed. And he knew deep down that Sky 


was right. Admitting that stung the most out of all the arguments they'd 
made. Simber’s greatest fear was disappointing people who counted on him. 

Artimé was counting on him now. 

Simber closed his eyes as heartbreaking pain speared through him. 
Thinking about Marcus and Alex was almost too much for him to bear. He felt 
completely lost in his current position with Frieda Stubbs, which made the 
memories of his former mages all the more precious. It didn’t take much 
thinking to know what they would have him do right now. 

But the fact was still true that Marcus, perhaps errantly, had instilled him 
with at least some sense of loyalty to the head mage. And that would be very 
hard for Simber to push aside. Could he do it? 

His mind echoed the thought: Artimeé was counting on him now. 

He would have to use every bit of everything else Marcus had given him: 
Compassion. His sense of right and wrong. Kindness. And he must think of 
his loyalty as one to Artime rather than some random person who 
undeservedly wore the robe of the head mage. 

It would be a struggle. Simber’s mind turned to Drock the dark purple 
dragon. Drock was struggling in a similar way, he realized. Struggling to fight 
the call of evil. While Simber empathized with Drock, there was something 
comforting about having him as a kindred spirit. When everyone else was 
compromised, Drock had chosen the harder path, the more dangerous fight. 
He chose to struggle against the inner pull to join forces with the one who 
called on him. 

But there was some relief in fighting too. Simber hadn’t felt comfortable 
with anything that had been happening. He knew what Frieda was doing was 
wrong in every way. He knew she would destroy Artimé. And he thought he 
had no choice but to go down with her. Loyal to the end. The way he was 
created. 

Florence spoke near him. “You have the power inside you to override 
something if it turns out that it was a mistake,” she said softly. “Marcus would 
be so sad to see you struggling like this right now. He would have done 
anything he could to change it. What a weight it would be on his heart, that 
he was the cause of your pain in this terrible time.” 

Simber turned his head. He'd been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn't 
realized she’d come over to him. His best friend, Florence, showing him a path 
to ease his pain. A road out of this internal turmoil that should not have 


existed in the first place. He glanced at Fifer and Thisbe and sensed their pain 
with each other. What would Artimé be for them if he turned away now? Alex 
would be so disappointed. 

Simber moved toward the girls, head bowed. Then he sank to his haunches 
and lifted his gaze, catching Fifer’s eye and holding it. He raised his paw, 
curled it into a fist, and tapped it against his stone chest. “I am with you,” he 
said. 





Army oF Large 


In the Quillitary yard, with Simber solidly declaring his opposition to Frieda, 
Florence gathered everyone together to assess their strengths. They were a 
strange group: Simber with his large body and huge wingspan, Florence 
standing miles above the rest. Two colossal ghost dragons. A queen with more 
weapons than Florence had ever seen anyone carry at one time. A tiny kitten. 
Fifer, Thisbe, Sky, and Rohan, plus their friends from Grimere, who all had 
varying amounts of dragon scales on their arms and legs, looked antlike in 
comparison to the dragons and statues. And young Ava and Lukas, miniature 
fighters growing hungry and cranky, forced to go along for the ride, for no one 
in the group could be spared to stay back and watch them. 

Florence scratched her head as she surveyed them, trying to determine 
their best strategy. 

“The pressure of time is on all of our minds when we think of our friends,” 
she said. “And that is the number one goal in what comes next. But I don’t 
think there’s a way to reach them without taking back control of the mansion. 
What's the best way to do that? Swiftly and forcefully.” She turned to Maiven 
Taveer, eyeing her weapons belts again. “I assume you fight?” 


“Yes, Captain Florence,” said Maiven, standing tall and gazing at the 
warrior trainer with grave respect. 

“The others have had some sword training,” Thisbe told Florence. “And I've 
taught them a few basics in magic—glass, invisible hooks, the seek spell. But 
don’t forget we are all part dragon and can breathe fire. And our scales give us 
some measure of protection.” 

“Not me, though,” Rohan chimed in, shoving his sleeves up and showing his 
bare arms. He'd removed all of his fake scales by now and was the most 
ordinary one of all of them by looks. “I havent taken in any of the dragon- 
bone broth. But I’ve had a bit more sword training than the others.” 

“Tm impressed you've accomplished so much training in such a short time.” 
Florence checked the sun’s placement, which was fast approaching overhead. 
She wasn’t sure yet how this group was going to successfully form a cohesive 
army and take over the mansion. “I need some time to assess each new 
member of our team and think through our strategy,” she said. “We only have 
one chance to get this right. I know our friends are trapped, and those in the 
library will be feeling the discomfort of being without water by now. But if we 
fail in our takeover, they'll never get out.” She hesitated, then continued. “If 
you're willing, I'd like to give you a crash course in fighting defensively against 
mages. Maiven, will you and your team work with me? I assure you I have your 
safety in mind.” 

“We'd be honored,” said Maiven. “That is why we came.” Rohan quickly 
translated Florence’s request to the others, and they eagerly stepped forward, 
in awe of the giant warrior. 

“We'll start by having you show me what your strengths are,” Florence said 
to them. “Please begin warming up while I talk to the Artiméans for a 
moment.” 

The people from Grimere moved to an open area of the Quillitary grounds 
to prepare. Florence turned to address Thisbe, Fifer, Sky, and Simber. “You 
four... while I’m assessing the others, Td like you to sneak into the mansion. I 
need some very specific books from the Museum of Large library.” 

“Sneak in?” said Simber with a snort. “Me? How?” 

Florence picked up one of the sacks of components that Sky had brought 
her from the previous trip. “Yes. You, Sky, and the twins will enter the 
mansion through Alex’s... um, I mean through the balcony off the head mage’s 
quarters. Get every book you can find on the mechanical workings of the 


mansion. We're going to need them later. There are a couple of specific titles 
that you absolutely must find. TIl write them down for you.” She took some of 
Fifer’s scrap paper and jotted down a few titles. 

Fifer shifted uneasily. Earlier she hadnt wanted to go into Alex’s 
apartment, but now it looked as though she wouldn’t have a choice. And she 
would do whatever she had to do to save the others. She steeled herself for it— 
this was too important a mission to let something like that prevent her from 
being her best. 

But Simber was still puzzled. “How am I supposed to sneak in? I’m 
impossible to miss. You said they have guarrrds at everrry window. They'll 
surrrely see us coming.” 

Florence passed the sack of components to Fifer. “Invisibility paintbrushes,” 
she said. “Take extra with you for your return flight. There are plenty of those 
components in that bag, and that’s with assuming Simber will need three or 
four to completely cover him each time. We'll have to work together to paint 
him quickly so the spell doesn’t wear off before you get there. You three can 
paint yourselves on the ride to save time.” 

Simber wrinkled up his nose. Hed never been painted invisible before. 
And while most of the components weren't strong enough to do him any harm 
because of his large size and makeup, this was a defense component no one 
had ever tried on him before. After a minute he shrugged. “Verrry well. It’s a 
good idea, Florrrence.” 

“I know,” said Florence frostily. She gave him a side-eye and he snorted, and 
in that moment it seemed like their friendship was back to how it should be. 

But Fifer and Thisbe’s wasn’t. 

“Let’s go,” Fifer said, and Thisbe nodded tersely. There was no time to 
address their many issues, and frankly neither had the desire to do so—not 
with so many other people’s lives at stake. They needed to gear up for a most 
difficult battle. But would they be able to overcome their limited abilities and 
resources? Fifer and Thisbe didn’t need to be friendly to work together on this 
task. But they also knew that they could get everything right and still lose. The 
mansion, their friends... their homeland. When put that way, this situation 
wasn't looking hopeful at all. 





Back to the Drawing Board 


In the library, Ms. Octavia worked while the others slept—they’d stayed up 
searching for information until exhaustion set in and they could only guess 
whether it was day or night, for there were no windows in the remote rooms 
to let sunlight in. 

Octavia was making strides. Instead of drawing a 3-D door with all of its 
dings and grooves and swirly wood knots, she’d decided on something a bit 
simpler—the window in her classroom. Every year with the new Unwanteds 
she'd taught them the 3-D door process by starting with that window. And 
while few over the years had accomplished bringing the window to 3-D life, 
enabling them to crawl through it onto the lawn, Alex Stowe had done it in 
his first year. He’d gone on to develop his phenomenal drawing skills, using 
this same drafting table to create a door that led to his twin brother Aaron’s 
room in the university in Quill. That had caused a lot of problems, though, 
including exposing all of Artimé to the people who had sent the Unwanteds to 
their deaths. It wasn’t exactly Alex’s finest hour. But he’d turned out all right... 
and, in the end, so had Aaron. Octavia’s heartstrings tugged as she thought 
about Alex, her most prized student, and she moved away from the table just 


in time for a tear to splash on the rug instead of on her drawing. It was never 
easy seeing one of her protégés leave them too early. 

These memories churned through Ms. Octavia’s mind as she sketched on 
the glass-top table. Gentle blue light shone up through it, creating a 
comforting glow and helping her make each stroke precise. This window was 
the octogator’s best shot at performing such a difficult task from memory. Any 
other attempt would be fruitless—there was just no way to memorize all the 
minute intricacies of any door and retain them. Not at her age, anyway. 

By the time Aaron got up to check on her progress, she had the window 
outline done. 

“It looks great,” said Aaron. “Tm amazed by your talent. I wish I could do 


” 


“Do what? Make a 3-D window?” 
“Or simply draw anything.” 


it. 


Ms. Octavia looked at him. “Have you ever tried?” 

“A few times. I wish... I wish I'd gotten the instruction that everyone else 
received.” 

“You're free to attend my classes anytime, Aaron. I'd say you developed your 
creative abilities quite well, though. You designed Lani’s wheeled device. Fixed 
the tube on the Island of Shipwrecks. And built numerous constructions in 
Quill back when...” 

“Back when you were evil,” said Samheed from the darkness. Yawning, he 
emerged from between some shelves and ran his fingers through his hair to 
tame it. “How’s it going, Octavia?” 

Ms. Octavia raised an eyebrow at Samheed and didn’t answer; her 
disapproval was evident. 

“Sorry,” Samheed muttered. “I’m just cranky because there’s nothing to 
drink. Does anybody know the proper magic to build a water fountain? Claire 
has done it before, but I never paid attention.” 

“My skin is cracking from being out of the water for so long,” Ms. Octavia 
admitted. “Tve got seaweed dust flaking onto my drawing.” She blew it off 
carefully. Though the octogator could survive without ever being in the water, 
she still went for a dip a couple of times a day to keep her skin moist. “To 
answer your question, I know how to do it. But we don’t have the necessary 
components.” 

“What do we need?” asked Aaron. 


“A few drops of freshwater, for one. It takes water to make water. And a 
structural element, like a basin component. We don’t make them in bulk 
because they’re rarely used.” 

“Do you happen to have any with you?” Samheed asked her. 

“Again, rarely used. I don’t clutter my pockets with such things unless I’m 
going on a journey, unfortunately.” 

“That should change,” Aaron muttered. “Water is essential for humans. It’s 
when we're totally without it that it’s most necessary.” 

“That’s obvious,” Samheed remarked snidely. 

Aaron ignored him. “Every human should learn the spell and carry one of 
the components with them.” 

“Florence doesn’t need water, so maybe making extra components or 
teaching that spell wasn’t high on her list,” said Samheed. 

“Water is also plentiful in Artime,” added Ms. Octavia, shooing the young 
men away from her table and going back to her sketch. “When were not stuck 
in the library, that is. Who would have thought we'd be in need of it right here 
in our own mansion? And neither of you brought a canteen?” 

Samheed and Aaron exchanged guilty looks. Like Ms. Octavia said, water 
was plentiful in Artimé, so there was no need to carry a canteen at home until 
now. 

Clementi and Fox appeared from where they'd been napping in the stacks. 
“What's going on?” Clementis stomach emitted a snarling growl, and she 
winced. “Any progress?” 

“It’s coming along,” said Ms. Octavia. She didn’t mention that she was 
beginning to struggle to remember the exact dimensions of the window frame 
—was it two and a quarter inches all the way around the glass, or two and 
three quarters? Back in her classroom she had the window in front of her to 
copy and measure if she needed to. Here she was constantly second-guessing 
herself. Things she’d been certain of before she started drawing now seemed 
off. And the constant chatter wasn’t helping her concentration. “Why don’t 
you all do some more searching through the maps and books to see if you can 
find anything useful.” 

She emphasized the last word with a hint of impatience that sent the rest 
of them away to the various floors of the library. Samheed went to the 
Artimeéan history section, and Aaron stayed on the third floor and scoured the 
construction and blueprints materials. Clementi and Fox descended to the 


section called “Mr. Today’s Duplicate Library: Wisdom for All,” which was 
almost the entire second floor full of the same books that were in the Museum 
of Large. He’d rewritten or magically reproduced the books he’d cherished so 
that people who couldn’t access the not-so-secret hallway would still have full 
access to all the books in Artime. His efforts were much appreciated at this 
time, perhaps more so than ever before. 

Once the others had dispersed, Ms. Octavia pulled her glasses off her nose 
and rested her snout in two of her octopus arms, shaking her head slightly as 
overwhelming feelings of inadequacy swarmed her. She hadnt been prepared 
to do this. It seemed impossible. And if she didn’t succeed, the humans could 


die. 





New LiFe 


ld always wonderrred what it would be like to be invisible,” Simber said 
wistfully, flying swiftly toward Artimé while Thisbe, Fifer, and Sky painted 
themselves invisible on his back. “I feel so frrree. Forrr so much of my life I’ve 
been pointed at orrr fearrred. People run away frrrom me scrrreaming. No one 
everrr says, ‘Oh, I didn’t see you therrre, Simberrr’ I’m impossible to miss. But 
now... I’m invisible. It’s like I'm living a new and differrrent life. I'm starrrting 
overtr.” 

Sky leaned forward and hugged the enormous cat around the neck. “Being 
invisible has definitely changed your demeanor,” she said. “You're practically— 
dare I say it? Practically chipper!” 

“Yes, it’s wonderful to see you—or not see you—so happy, Sim,” said Fifer. 
She put the finishing touches on her invisibility as the mansion came into 
view. Then she steeled herself for the task ahead and prepared to go inside 
Alex’s apartment. 

“You just don’t know what it’s like,” Simber went on, “neverrr being able to 
hide. Being too big to go places, like on the rrrescue mission in the catacombs. 
Surrre it’s grrreat to be able to scarrre enemies, but I’m tirrred of frrrightening 


allies. Like new Unwanteds, or the black-eyed childrrren. Did you see them? 
They werrre cowerrring—cowerrring behind a drrragon, | might add. Am I 
morrre frrrightening than Gorrrgrrrun or Quince? I’m offended. That does 
bad things to my self-esteem, being morrre fearrred than a firrre-brrreathing 
drrragon.” 

Thisbe laughed, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “They just need to get 
to know you. They'll warm up in time. But I’m sorry you've felt this way. And 
I'm glad you have this chance to feel like you can sneak around for once. It’s 
fun, isn’t it?” 

“Indeed,” said the beast, lowering his voice now too. “I haven't had this 
much fun in quite some time.” 

Everyone became silent as they approached the second floor of the 
mansion. They were on the opposite side of the building from where most 
people usually gathered. It was known as the quiet side, and there was no one 
about. But they needed to be very stealthy, for the windows were all blown out 
in the entire mansion, and they could see dissenters stationed on the floor 
below, keeping watch. As Simber alighted on the balcony of the head mage’s 
quarters and his riders carefully slid off, they could hear two dissenters below 
them talking with a definitive air of disgust in their voices. 

“What is the purpose of all of this?” one said. “Are were supposed to stand 
here forever?” 

“At least until Frieda gets rid of the Stowes,” said the other. “She’s mad we 
put Aaron in the library and destroyed the tube before she could get to him.” 

“He'll die in there soon enough. But about that—why does she hate them so 
much that she wants to kill them? I mean, Fifer’s screams are aggravating and 
dangerous, and Thisbe is obviously a threat to be around with her firepower 
and explosions. But Aaron isn’t even in control. He seemed happy to go back 
to the Island of Shipwrecks. Why not just let him go?” 

The other one didn’t answer immediately. Then she said, “I think Frieda 
initially had something against their mother. But that has escalated, and she 
seems to be taking things to the extreme. It’s... making me uneasy.” 

“Me too. I’m not sure about this.” 

“Quiet—here comes whatshisname. Her new second-in-command.” 

The two fell silent. With the invisibility spells ready to wear off Sky, Thisbe, 


Fifer, and Simber, they contemplated that conversation while moving slowly 


and carefully inside the mage’s quarters and continued through the apartment, 
to the door. 

Fifer stopped there, and all four paused instinctively and looked around the 
room with heavy hearts. Would anyone worthy ever reside in this apartment 
again? Could anyone take Alex’s place? They all said a silent thank-you to 
whatever powers had made it impossible for Frieda to see the secret hallway, 
for if she had moved in here and sullied all of Alex’s things, they wouldn’t have 
been able to bear it. 

“Let’s keep going,” said Thisbe after a moment. It was weird being invisible, 
unable to see anyone but knowing they were very close. Of all the ones in the 
room, Thisbe felt the most uncomfortable being there, for she had not yet 
come to terms with the way she and Alex had spent their time together and 
how they had parted. She didn’t know if she'd ever be able to address the 
complex feelings she had about him. Knowing Fifer had been given the chance 
to make up and become friends with Alex wasn’t exactly sitting very well in 
Thisbe’s craw right now either. 

And now was not the time to start dwelling on those dark thoughts. “Come 
on,” she whispered as their invisibility spells began to wear off. “We've got 
living people counting on us. We don’t need any more empty rooms like this 
one to deal with.” 





One More Thing 


They split up. Simber, Sky, and Fifer went to different sections in the Museum 
of Large library. Thisbe, still feeling out of sorts, went alone to check the tube 
in the kitchenette to see if it was working. To her great surprise, after having 
heard Fifer’s account of the main floor tubes being destroyed, the control 
panel on this tube seemed fine and ready to take its next passengers wherever 
they wanted to go. Unfortunately, this tube only led to places outside the 
mansion, not to the rooms where their friends were trapped. 

Thisbe knew where some of the buttons led to, and she and Fifer had been 
carefully taught which of the buttons were safe to use. One would take them 
to Gunnar Haluki’s old house in Quill—that house was vacant now. Another 
button went to the jungle tube. A third would take them to the Island of 
Shipwrecks. The others led to places only Mr. Today knew, and no one had 
dared experiment with them to this day, for fear of the dangers they'd end up 
facing. 

Thisbe eyed the button to the Island of Shipwrecks as she became fully 
visible. It would only take a minute to check on Kaylee and give her an update. 
Impulsively Thisbe pushed the button, and a second later she was there, 
stepping out of the tube and then running down the path to the sprawling, 


intricate rock structure that served as a home to the three men they called the 
grandfathers: Ito, Sato, and Ishibashi. All were well over one hundred years 
old but showed no signs of wearing out. They tended a greenhouse where 
Henry often visited to get herbs to make medicine. This was also where Aaron 
and Kaylee had lived for years, and their son, Daniel, had spent most of his life 
here. 

“Kaylee!” Thisbe called out softly, not wanting to wake Daniel in case he 
was napping. She ducked into the structure, her footsteps loud enough to 
announce her location. She ran to the large gathering room and looked down 
the different hallways, wondering which one to search first. “Are you here, 
Kaylee?” 

Ishibashi appeared from the hallway that led to the greenhouse. “Well!” he 
said with delight. “Thisbe! Is everything all right with Aaron?” The pleasure 
drained from his face, and worry filled it up. 

“I think he’s okay,” Thisbe said, still panting from the run. “I just wanted to 
give Kaylee a quick update before I go back. Things are pretty bad. But 
nobody’s dead or anything. Not yet, anyway.” 

“She’s working in the garden,” said Ishibashi. “I'll get her.” He hurried as fast 
as his old legs could carry him. A moment later he returned with Kaylee, who 
was drying her hands on a towel. Her blond hair was tied back in a loose 
braid, and her pale skin was flushed pink from the sun. She had a streak of dirt 
on one cheek. 

“What's going on?” asked Kaylee. “Tve been so worried.” 

Thisbe quickly told her and Ishibashi about everything that had happened 
in the past couple of days, ending with the news that Aaron and everybody 
else were trapped. “We’re forming a small but powerful army,” she said. 
“Florence is assessing the new team members now while Fifer, Sky, Simber, 
and I are sneaking into the second floor to get some things.” She took a breath. 
“I saw this tube was still working, so I thought I should give you an update 
while I had the chance.” 

As Thisbe relayed the story, Ito and Sato gathered and listened in. Now the 
four adults looked at one another worriedly. 

“Tm going back with you,” said Kaylee, determined. “I have to help.” 

Ishibashi spoke in Japanese to Ito and Sato, and they responded. Kaylee 
said something brief in that language as well, as she'd learned Japanese by now, 
after so many years with the scientists. They made a few more exchanges, then 


nodded in agreement. Kaylee turned to Thisbe. “Ito and Sato will remain here 
to care for Daniel. Ishibashi and I will come with you and fight for Artimé.” 

Thisbe turned and stared at Ishibashi. “You'll help us?” she said, her eyes 
misting. 

“We are family,” said Ishibashi. “I still have fight left in me.” He smiled 
warmly. “I will gather my weapons.” 

“And I'll say good-bye to Daniel and get my weapons too,” said Kaylee. She 
put her hand on Thisbe’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you for 
coming to get us, Thisbe.” 

A short time later, the three of them were taking the tube back to the 
kitchenette. Thisbe arrived first, just as Sky was poking her head into the 
room trying to find her. 

“Oh!” said Thisbe, worrying that she'd been gone too long. “Hi—I was 
just...” She stepped out of the tube and realized Sky’s arms were laden with 
books. 

“I was wondering where you were,” Sky said, gratefully handing some of the 
books to Thisbe. “We could use your help. And we should be getting back to 
Florence.” 

Before Thisbe could explain, Kaylee and Ishibashi appeared and stepped 
out into the kitchenette, loaded with weapons and supplies. “Wh-what? How 
did you...?” Sky sputtered. “Does this tube work? Did you ask them to come? 
Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled—we need all the help we can get.” 

“I peeked in here and realized this tube wasn’t broken,” said Thisbe. “Since 
it’s not connected to the main tubes in the mansion entryway, I figured I'd give 
it a try, and it worked just like always. I wanted to update Kaylee about 
Aaron,” said Thisbe. “And once I told them what’s happening, these two 
wanted to help. Do you think Simber can carry all of us? If not, a few of us can 
take the tube to the jungle and walk from there.” 

Sky’s face exploded into a smile. “It’s a short trip, so I think Simber can 
make it work. And we have enough invisibility paintbrushes for everyone.” She 
let out a breath. “This is actually quite a relief to have reinforcements.” She led 
the others out of the kitchenette and down the hall to the Museum of Large. 
There they found Fifer and Simber talking quietly in front of Ol Tater. When 
the two heard the others coming, they turned. 

“Now, there’s a surprise,” said Fifer. “Look who's here!” She ran to greet 
Kaylee and Ishibashi. 


Thisbe explained her brief journey to Fifer and Simber. When everyone was 
caught up, Thisbe and Sky turned to collect the remaining books and return to 
the head mage’s apartment to find a rucksack in which to carry them. “We'll 
get the invisibility paintbrushes ready,” Thisbe called as they exited the 
museum. “Are you coming?” 

“In a minute,” Fifer said. She ran back to where Simber still stood in front 
of the old, dangerous mastodon. “Shall we take the chance?” Simber asked 
Fifer. He pointed with his nose to one of the books on a small pile in Fifer’s 
arms. 

Fifer nodded slowly and opened it. “Is there really even a question?” She 
read for several moments, then looked up. “Thisbe and I have done this live 
spell before,” she said. 

“We don’t need that one quite yet,” said Simber. “How about the otherrr?” 

Fifer continued to read, turning a page or two to make sure she wasn’t 
missing anything important. Then she nodded slowly. “Yes,” she said, then 
looked up. “I can manage that. Where to? The jungle? Or downstairs?” 

“If we put him downstairrrs, they'll know someone’s been up herrre again. I 
think we'd rrratherrr they didn’t find that out quite yet. Trrransporrrt him 
somewherrre you can easily get to laterrr when it’s time to activate him.” 

Fifer put her books on the floor. “Got it.” She moved closer to OP Tater, 
then nervously put her hand flat on his cool, stone side. There were stories 
about him stomping around on the pirate ship during the battle Artimé 
fought when Fifer was two years old. He was very dangerous and didn’t know 
friend from foe, so if they ever brought him to life, they'd have to be very 
smart and cautious about it. For now, getting him out of here and putting him 
somewhere they could access fairly easily seemed to be a good idea. 

Fifer closed her eyes and drew in a breath. Letting it out, she envisioned a 
specific part of the jungle not far from Artime’s lawn but hidden from view, 
and near one of the wide paths that the rock had mown. It was important that 
Fifer place OP Tater far enough from where the little dog and Panther lived so 
they weren't squashed by his sudden arrival in case Fifer’s aim was off. In her 
mind, Fifer stayed focused on the spot where she wanted the sleeping statue to 
land. Then she whispered the word few mages in Artimé had ever used in its 
magical form. “Transport.” 

The giant statue disappeared. Simber and Fifer waited in breathless silence, 
listening for any unusual shouts or screams or crashing sounds that would 


indicate a horrible mistake, but they heard nothing. After a moment, Simber 
nodded at Fifer with respect. “Well done. It took Alex a few trrries the firrrst 
time,” he said. He hesitated but seemed like he was about to say more. But 
then he turned and didn’t speak. 

“Thanks, Sim,” said Fifer. She gathered up the books and started out the 
door, catching up to the others to get her invisibility paintbrush for the ride 
home. 

Despite the danger at hand, a contented expression played around Simber’s 
jowls as he watched her go. It was nice to be working directly with Fifer again. 
She'd handled the situation after Alex’s death with poise that most thirteen- 
year-old humans didn’t possess, and they'd gotten along so naturally, in a way 
that hadn't happened quite so early on with any of the former mages. 

Perhaps it was because she was familiar. But Simber thought it more likely 
due to her inner strength and the leadership skills that came naturally to her. 
She was calm and collected when it came to big decisions and big, risky spells 
—much more so than Alex had been at this age. And there was no denying she 
was one of the most magical people Artimé had ever seen. If anyone could 
handle leading this group to victory over Frieda Stubbs, it was Fifer. She made 
Simber’s decision to defy his ingrained calling a bit easier. Especially when he 
could envision the head mage robe on Fifer Stowe someday. He’d almost said 
so to her just now, but then he held back—he didn’t want to put any undue 
pressure on her. Would Fifer even want it? Or would she choose to follow her 
maternal ancestors back to the land of the dragons, like Thisbe seemed 
inclined to do? 

The thought of both of them leaving Artimé was a hard one. But that could 
happen in the future. And there were things to overcome now. Simber knew 
that there would likely be many battles ahead of them. And he would be 
honored to fight alongside the girls at any step of the way. If they survived this 


one, anyway. 





Growing Restless 


bm losing my mind,” Ibrahim muttered to Seth. Both boys lay sprawled out on 
the lounge bar, staring at the ceiling. 

“We could race with magic carpets again,” Seth said listlessly. 

“Thatcher said we shouldn’t waste any more components,” Ibrahim 
reminded him. 

Seth grunted, too bored to say actual words. They lay there for several more 
minutes, listening to the conversations around them. There was an air of 
anxiety and despair in the remote room. 

Nearby, Carina and Claire were attempting to create a new spell 
component to mimic the transport spell, only for living creatures. But they 
weren't having any luck, and not just because neither of them had ever done 
the transport spell in the past. “I don’t think there’s even a component for 
transport,” Claire said. “I believe it’s done through energy and thought, like 
the seek spell.” 

Lani looked up from her notes at the table next to them and confirmed it. 

“Speaking of the seek spell, should we risk sending one?” Carina asked. 

“All the seek spell will do is come out of the tube,” Claire said, envisioning 
it. “It wont be able to point them to which remote room we're in, since the 


tubes don’t work.” 

“Do you suspect Florence has figured out what’s happened by now?” 

“It depends if anyone got away.” 

“Tm hoping the others did.” 

Claire hesitated. She was more worried that Frieda had carried through 
with her threat against the Stowes. “Me too,” she said after a moment. 

Carina looked at her. “Do you think Frieda would actually... hurt them?” 

Claire closed her eyes. “Tm definitely worried about it.” 

“And who else would be able to figure out how to fix the tubes besides 
Aaron?” 

“We can hope for Thisbe to arrive, I suppose. Florence told me she was 
coming.” The women grew silent. 

At the bar, Seth sat up. “Were doomed,” he muttered. 

Ibrahim sat up too. “Were not doomed,” he said sharply. “Remember who 
we are and where we come from. Our very nature, as Unwanteds, is one of 
survival.” 

“I've never actually been an Unwanted, you know,” Seth said. He dropped 
his eyes, feeling suddenly inadequate among this group. He'd never faced being 
purged. He’d grown up in Artimé, free as anything, with little to care about 
except for missing his mother now and then when she left on journeys to 
rescue people in trouble. But then he brightened a little. “I did survive the 
great disastrous trip to the land of the dragons, though. And I actually didn’t 
get very hurt—I was pretty much unscathed compared to Fifer and Thisbe.” 

Ibrahim gave him a sly look. “You also don’t have black eyes, so you weren't 
exactly a prized commodity over there.” 

Seth snorted. He hopped off the bar and looked around. “At least we have 
food. The only good thing about being down here.” 

From the floor, Carina called out, “Save the food please, boys! There’s a 
limited amount of it, and we don’t know how long we'll be here.” 

“I swear she has ears like Simber,” Seth muttered. He looked around the 
lounge, feeling some level of depression floating about him. He needed to do 
something that would give him hope, but it was very hard to pull out of the 
bog of listlessness he’d plunged into after things began to look bleak. 

Ibrahim jumped down too. “I feel like we’re back in Quill with nothing 
ahead of us. It’s stifling. We have to do something, Seth. Let’s figure out how to 
get out of here. Come with me.” He went over to the platform on which the 


lounge band played and started nosing around at the instruments. “We need to 
get our creative ideas flowing again. I feel like... maybe some music will help. 
That always gives me fresh ideas.” 

Seth shrugged. It sounded like a lot of effort. But he went with Ibrahim. 
Maybe his Unwanted friend was right—that they needed creativity in order to 
feel creative. And maybe that would help everyone else, too. Music was a great 
way to stimulate ideas. Seth knew that well enough from his classes. 

He picked up Fox’s saxophone. It was quite small compared to the ones he’d 
played in Ms. Morning’s classes because it had been designed for Fox. But it 
had a velvety sound. Seth played a few bars of a simple tune and saw Ms. 
Morning look up at him. 

He blushed. Ms. Morning smiled encouragingly. “That’s an excellent idea,” 
she called out. “We could all use some music.” 

Ibrahim sat down at the drum kit. He was a dancer, so the rhythm and beat 
really appealed to him, and basic drumming had come easily to him. He could 
feel the beat like it was a part of him, like it was one with his heartbeat when 
he danced. Soon he and Seth were putting music together, and one of 
Ibrahim’s sisters joined them to play the guitar and sing. Everybody in the 
lounge felt the tension melt for a short while. Soon others were clamoring to 
have a chance to play too. 

Claire Morning brought the creativity-rebuilding session to a close with an 
oboe solo. It reminded Lani of her old friend, Meghan Ranger, who had been 
the most musical one of their original group of friends. The song brought tears 
to her eyes. Meghan had loved Ms. Morning from the moment she arrived in 
Artime. Lani looked over at Sean, Meghan’s brother. His eyes were glistening 
too. 

By the end, Seth felt a surge of life returning to him. He put the sax back 
on its stand, then went to sit under the bar between two stools. He closed his 
eyes, letting a rush of thoughts flow through his mind, so fresh he could 
almost feel their newness. This had been a good idea. 

Seth turned his thoughts to every difficult situation he’d ever been in. He 
deliberately went through his solutions to them piece by piece. He'd used his 
wits before. He was smart and capable. And he didn’t need Fifer and Thisbe 
around to save him from a jam. 

After a while he opened his eyes, determined to figure out how to escape. 
There was only one problem: He still didn’t have any ideas. But he was sure, 


now that his brain was moving again, that the ideas would come. 





Preparing For a Journey 


Dev woke up to the sun high overhead. He'd slept deeply, barely remembering 
anything happening since he'd closed his eyes the night before, other than 
dreams about the images that had flitted through his mind. He sat up gingerly 
and found that although Drock’s prediction of him healing quickly had come 
true, his ribs still chrummed with a dull ache. But he could move a bit more 
easily now, and his other wounds were almost gone. “Too bad Drock’s dragon 
breath only works on wounds he caused,” Dev said aloud, his voice cracking 
after a long sleep. 

“What’s that?” 

Startled by the voice, Dev turned and moved to the mouth of the cave he'd 
taken up residence in. Just outside sat Astrid, the same dragon from the 
previous night. She held a large fish wrapped in her tail. “Oh,” said Dev. “Hello 
again. Astrid, isn’t it?” 

“Yes, I believe so,” said the dragon, looking puzzled. She squinted at the 
sun, then said apologetically, “Tve forgotten why I’ve come to call on you.” 

“Perhaps you're meant to give me that fish?” Dev said. “And start a fire?” He 
could get used to this kind of service, and he didn’t mind if he had to work a 


little to get it. 

“Of course,” said the dragon. “At least I didn’t forget to come at all.” 

“That’s very remembery of you,” Dev replied, nodding encouragingly as he 
eyed the plump makings of his next meal. His mouth watered. While he craved 
other foods sometimes, Dev never got tired of fish. It had been his go-to meal 
whenever Princess Shanti or the castle workers had decided to withhold Dev’s 
meals as punishment for something Shanti had done. The river full of fish was 
the only loyal thing Dev had been able to count on his whole life. 

Astrid started a fire for Dev, and while the fish was cooking, Dev went to 
get water. When he returned, the ghost dragon was surprisingly still there. 

“Where do you live?” Dev asked politely, turning the fish. 

“Oh...” Astrid gazed in the direction of the other caves. “Somewhere over 
there, I think. And you?” 

“I— Dev stopped abruptly. “I guess I don’t live anywhere anymore.” 

“That must be nice,” said the dragon wistfully. “It’s what we ghost dragons 
all want. To disappear. Not to be stuck here in the cavelands forever. There’s 
nothing to do. Endless waiting.” 

“I havent exactly disappeared,” Dev pointed out, but the dragon seemed 
lost in thought. “I... I still exist.” Though for a split second, Dev wondered if it 
were true. If everyone thought he was dead, did he actually still exist? Who 
decided a person’s status in life or death? The person himself? Or others who 
report it? The thoughts troubled him. He certainly felt like he existed, 
although insignificantly. 

Abruptly Dev changed the subject, turning to some of the questions about 
the images he’d seen, figuring it was worth asking a ghost dragon about them. 
“Do you know where the big bulbous palace is? It’s purple and orange and red, 
with gold that caps all of the turrets and rooftops. It’s very beautiful.” He 
pulled the fish off the fire and dropped it to the ground in front of him to 
cool, burning his fingertips in the process. 

The dragon turned. “The palace,” she mused. “I haven’t thought of it in 
many years. Yes, it’s just over there.” She pointed with her tail to the south. 

Dev turned to look, seeing nothing but cavelands and desert, and 
mountains beyond that. “Where?” 

“On the other side of that mountain range, about a half day’s journey. It’s 
the land west of the crater lake, where Ashguard the curmudgeon rules. Surely 
you've been there.” 


“I may have been,” Dev said, though he doubted it. “A half day’s journey 
walking?” 

“Flying,” said the dragon. “It would take weeks walking there from here. 
The mountains would be nearly impossible to cross.” 

“Oh.” Dev’s heart sank. He was feeling better, but not that good. He didn’t 
think he had it in him to walk and climb for weeks in his condition. 

They talked about other things—sometimes the same things they’d already 
discussed, due to the dragon’s forgetfulness. But Dev didn’t mind. He found it 
almost comforting. Astrid was pleasant, and it was nice to have someone big 
on his side for once. 

As the morning progressed, he told her all about what the Revinir was 
doing in Grimere—twice, just in case it helped her retain the information. 
And he warned her to beware of the Revinir’s growing power. 

“Ah yes. Id like to snap my jaws around that one,” the dragon lamented, 
once she remembered who the Revinir was. “Too bad we can’t. Won't anyone 
come and take back our land? Is no one left to free us? Allow us to go on to 
the next life? Doesn’t anyone care about the land of the dragons? I fear we are 
a doomed species.” 

“There are plenty of dragons,” Dev assured her. “They’re just all under the 
Revinir’s mind control, so they don’t know that they should fight against her, 
not for her.” 

“What about that handsome dark purple specimen? Didnt he bring you 
here? My mind is fuzzy.” 

“Drock? Right—he’s the only one who can resist it. He’s different. Like me, 
I guess.” 

The dragon smiled, her cheeks pulling back to reveal frightful rows of sharp 
teeth. “What is your name, please?” 

“Tm Dev,” he reminded her, and grew bold. “From the line of Suresh. I—I 
think.” 

“And I am Astrid,” she said with pride. 

“Oh,” said Dev, pretending not to know. “How nice to meet you. Would you 
like the rest of my fish?” 

“How nice to meet you,” said Astrid, accepting it. She swallowed it in one 
gulp, bones and all. “Have you heard about the evil Revinir?” 

Dev blinked. “No,” he said. “Tell me everything.” 


‘Tve just recently learned of her from another young man who was here.” 
Astrid relayed the entire story back to Dev, missing only a few small points. It 
gave Dev a sense of relief and hope that she'd remember it. 

By the time the fire was low, Dev looked in the direction of the palace, 
calculating what he’d need for his journey, for he was becoming more and 
more determined to find the palace that haunted his mind. “Does the river run 
all the way to the palace?” he asked. 

“What palace?” 

“The bulbous purple-and-orange one.” 

“Ah yes. With the gilded rooftops. Such a beauty.” 

“Yes, that’s the one. Does this river run to it?” 

“I believe it does. Though it’s been some decades since I’ve been in that 
area.” 

Dev perked up at the news that the river would be accessible. That would 
help, at least. He could lie around in these caves in pain, or try to do 
something productive. There was little difference in his mind. And he could 
survive anywhere if the river was with him. “In that case... I may need to take 
my leave in the near future. I—I thank you for helping me. I’m feeling so much 
better.” 

“Leave?” said Astrid. She stood up and fire shot from her nostrils. “And just 
moments after we first met. That’s a shame.” 

Dev ducked. “If you'd like,” he said slyly, “you could go with me. We could 
fly there.” 

“Really?” Astrid exclaimed. “Where?” 

Dev groaned inwardly but plastered a smile on his face. “To the palace. The 
purple-and-orange one. With the golden roofs.” 

Astrid smiled. “Why, Dev! I thought youd never ask. I'd be delighted. I 
haven't been anywhere in ages.” But then her face darkened. “We'll have to stay 
clear of Grimere, though—have you heard? It’s been taken over by the evil 
Revinir.” 





On The Fly 


Simber and his full load of riders returned to the Quillitary yard, where 
Florence was demonstrating all the fire-related spells she could think of to the 
black-eyed children and Maiven Taveer. After Simber and his team’s 
invisibility spells wore off, Florence greeted them and invited them to join in 
the training. 

“Why is she teaching fire spells?” Thisbe asked Rohan in a whisper as she 
took an open spot behind him. 

“She thinks that because we already have the magical fire abilities of 
dragons, we might more easily pick up the fire-related magic. She’s been 
teaching us all sorts of amazing things! Everybody except Maiven can do the 
fire-step one now. Even me.” 

Thisbe nodded in admiration. “I knew you could do it. You've been learning 
magic extremely well.” 

“Ahem!” said Florence, giving Thisbe a dark look. 

“Sorry,” said Thisbe, stepping back obediently. “I was just catching up.” 

“We'll have time for that later.” Florence continued with her instruction, 
while Thisbe went through the motions in following her, since she already 


knew all of the spells that were being taught. She exchanged smiles with 
Ishibashi and Kaylee as they joined the ranks. 

Ishibashi and Kaylee, both originally from the same nonmagical world, 
were not at all successful in the art of magic. But under these dire 
circumstances they seemed willing to try again to see if any of these types of 
spells would work for them. When it became clear that they still didn’t have 
any ability in the magical arts, they slipped away to a different corner of the 
yard and brought out their weapons. 

Ishibashi began to teach Kaylee how to use small, flat, spiked discs he’d 
made from old broken weapons he’d found in one of the shipwrecks off the 
coast of his island. He said it resembled a throwing star. He gave her a fabric 
wristlet that would store a few of the stars, and he showed her how to use a 
single finger to pull one out so she could easily access and throw it in a split 
second. Then he showed her how to throw them. He pointed out a nubby 
growth on a nearby tree and sent a star sailing into it. The weapon stuck fast. 

Soon Kaylee was getting the hang of it. “It’s nice to have something that I 
can do from a distance,” she said. “I’m great with a sword and dagger, but that 
isn’t always useful on the back of a flying creature.” She cringed, remembering 
the last time she'd fought with her sword on Simber’s slick back and had 
nearly lost her life falling from a great height. 

“These are lightweight and easy to carry,” Ishibashi told her. “For an old 
man, they are easier than a heavy sword—they’re the best weapons.” He 
paused, then added, “I can still fight with my fists, though.” 

“I remember,” said Kaylee warmly. “Just be careful. We don’t want to lose 
you. Daniel needs his Papa Ishi.” She loved the three scientists like family. As 
others did in Artimé, shed wondered how the men had managed to live so 
long. They were the oldest people Kaylee had ever heard of. 

“I will be very careful, Kaylee,” Ishibashi told her solemnly, his eyes shining 
from the compliment. “You must trust me and not worry. And if my time in 
this world should end, I am ready for that.” A troubled look crossed his face, 
but it soon vanished. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever die. He and the other 
scientists had taken various doses of magical blue seaweed, and they had been 
responsible for giving some to Aaron as well to save his life long before they'd 
met Kaylee. Ishibashi knew that Aaron hadn’t told Kaylee that he might be 
immortal because of it. The knowledge weighed heavily on Ishibashi’s mind. 
He believed that Aaron shouldn’t keep this information from his wife. But 


Aaron had told him once that it would only cause Kaylee pain to know it. And 
he’d made it clear that this information wasn’t Ishibashi’s to share. 

“Well, ’'m not ready for that,” said Kaylee with a decisive note in her voice. 
“You're coming back home with me and Aaron when all of this is over.” 

“That is my plan too. But as we both know too well, we don’t control much 
of anything.” 

Kaylee caught his gaze and held it. Then she nodded grimly and wound up 
and threw another star, hitting the target dead-on. 





An Important Discovery 


Haiwen ti aves thoroughly enjoyed Florence's training sessions. “You are a great 
warrior,” she said as they stopped for a break. “I should like to have you on my 
side forever, and would be fearful to oppose you.” She nimbly climbed up onto 
Gorgrun’s back to get the box of provisions they'd brought along. 

“And you are surprisingly adept after being imprisoned for so many years,” 
said Florence. “Thisbe told me that you'd been the leader of the military.” 

“Yes. Technically I still am.” Maiven tossed the box down to Florence. 
“However, my army has shrunk considerably.” She pointed at the handful of 
Grimere children who were sitting in the shade of the Quillitary wall with 
Fifer, Sky, and Thisbe, waiting for the refreshments. 

“Is this the extent of it?” asked Florence. She held out a hand to help 
Maiven to the ground. 

“There may be a few more living in hiding beyond Grimere. I’m not sure. I 
searched one area, a palace where an old curmudgeon named Ashguard was 
last known to be. I suspected that area might be a hiding place for some of my 
people, but I didn’t find anyone. And there wasn’t sufficient time to check the 
village. TIl go back upon our return if there is time. We'll need all the help we 
can get to reclaim the throne.” 


“Much like us,” said Florence wryly. “Do you think the Revinir will 
continue to destroy life as you know it in your land? How far does Grimere 
reach?” 

Maiven took her dagger and sketched a map of her world in the dirt, 
putting it into four quadrants. Grimere, with the castle, city, and 
Dragonsmarche, was in the southeast quarter. The smaller village Thisbe, Fifer, 
and Seth had visited upon first arriving and searching for food and water was 
in the northeast quarter. These two quadrants were closest to the seven islands 
—the castle on the left and the tiny village on the right as one approached. 
Beyond them, the desert and cavelands where the ghost dragons roamed sat in 
the northwest, and the crater lake and vast land beyond where Ashguard had 
ruled was in the southwest. The great forest where the Artiméan rescue team 
had spent so much time was sprawled throughout the middle of the land, 
touching all four quadrants but much more heavily so in the northern two. 
Several rivers snaked through it. 

“That helps me see it,” Florence said. “Thank you.” She studied it. “What is 
this land called?” she asked, pointing to the southwest, where Ashguard had 
ruled. 

Maiven hesitated. “It was once part of Grimere. But the meteor that struck 
and created the crater lake divided the land, making it difficult to get to. One 
of the ruling black-eyed families lived in the palace—Ashguard Suresh and his 
kin. My family, the Taveer line, lived in the castle.” She paused. “To answer 
your question, the land of Ashguard’s palace doesn’t have a name any longer, as 
the family was all but destroyed and it’s a wasteland now. There may be one or 
two descendants among this group. I’m not sure if they even know themselves 
which family they came from. And it doesn’t matter. We are all one family 
now.” 

Florence nodded. “I see.” After a moment she took hold of the box of 
provisions and pried the lid open. “It seems hollow of me to offer, since I am 
likely of no use to you in your situation. But if there’s any way we can help 
you, please let me know.” 

“Thank you, Florence. I will.” Maiven began to hand out refreshments. “In 
fact,” she said, looking over her shoulder, “I'll say it now. We will be needing 
your help.” 

“Fair enough,” said Florence. “If we survive this, you shall have it.” 

Maiven nodded regally, and the deal was done. 


Florence called Thisbe, Fifer, and Simber to join her and Maiven. When 
they had assembled, the warrior trainer laid out her plan for attack. The five of 
them conversed in serious tones, working out the kinks and adding a few extra 
flourishes to Florence’s ideas. Even Thisbe and Fifer put aside their differences 
for the moment to discuss strategy. They ran through all sorts of scenarios, 
trying to find their flaws so they could fix them. By nightfall they felt they had 
a solid plan in place. 

As the stars popped out in the sky, Florence brought everyone together, 
including the ghost dragons, for a final training session. Afterward she 
assigned duties to each of them and talked through what to do. Then she 
closed the session. “You all need sleep,” she said. “We'll carry out our plans first 
thing in the morning. We can’t afford to wait any longer.” 

Rohan and Maiven double-checked with the other children from Grimere 
to make sure they fully understood Florence’s instructions. Before turning in 
for the evening, Rohan found Thisbe reading one of the books she'd fetched 
earlier. He sat down next to her. 

“Here,” said Thisbe, handing a second book to him. “We're trying to figure 
out how to fix the tube system. We're scouring all the books we can for clues. 
Would you mind looking through this one to see if there’s anything about 
tubes?” 

“Tm not sure I know what I’m looking for,” said Rohan, whose only 
experience with a human-size transportation tube was the elevator in the 
catacombs, and that was hardly the same thing. “But it’s easy enough for me to 
skim and look for the word.” 

“That'll do perfectly,” said Thisbe. She smiled anxiously at him and linked 
her fingers in his. “We're so grateful to you and the others for helping Artimé. 
You have no idea how distressful this situation is in our peaceful land. We've 
never seen anything like it.” 

“There’s no need to mention it,” said Rohan. “Whether or not to help you 
was never a question in my mind. After what you did for us, it’s the least we 
could do. And we're getting an excellent education in exchange. Like Maiven 
said, we needed to train before taking on the Revinir, and we can do that from 
a ghost dragon's back or anywhere else.” 

“You really are the best thing I’ve ever known,” said Thisbe. 

Rohan smiled and his eyes misted. “You don’t know the half of it, pria.” 


“You are my pria,” said Thisbe. She had an idea of what the word meant. She 
knew it was a term of endearment that Rohan had called her several times. 
The thought of her using it for someone felt bold. But Rohan was very dear to 
her, and that’s exactly what she wanted to express. 

Rohan chuckled. “That is not the right word to use for a boy,” he said, his 
eyes dancing. 

“What?” exclaimed Thisbe. “Why not? That’s silly. There shouldn't be 
different words when the feeling is the same.” 

“You have words like that in your language.” 

Thisbe frowned. “Well, Pll change them, then.” 

Rohan tapped his lips. “Then call me pria, too,” he declared. “I’m pleased to 
hear you say it. And I agree,” he added. “Td never thought about that before, 
but you're right. We shall change the language one word at a time.” 

“Yes!” said Thisbe. “Prias all around!” She leaned her shoulder comfortably 
against his, like they'd done so many times, and they paged through books 
under the light of a highlighter component. 

Nearby, Fifer rested against Simber’s side, reading as well, but she'd been 
listening to their conversation. Occasionally she threw glances at Thisbe, who 
looked very comfortable with Rohan. It was strange to see her twin so close 
with someone Fifer barely knew, and it reminded her of how much the twins 
had grown apart since their separation. And Thisbe had just called Rohan the 
best thing she knew, which meant Fifer had been put upon a shelf—not a 
surprise at this point. But would they ever be close again, like they'd been 
before going to the land of the dragons? Or, because of everything, had Fifer 
somehow lost out on that... to Rohan? 

Thisbe and Rohan’s clear physical affection for each other didn’t bother 
Fifer, really—she was merely curious about it. It definitely didn’t make her 
wish for someone to get cozy with. Simber was plenty cozy enough, and his 
stone side cooled her off when she got hot. He acted as more of a piece of 
furniture than someone to cuddle with, which was just fine, but emotionally, 
Simber was always there for her. She remembered the talk they’d had in the 
forest outside of Grimere after Alex’s death, when Simber had told her that he 
believed in her. That had been the beginning of a strong bond that only grew 
over time. Fifer didn’t need anybody else in her life if she had a companion 


like that. 


There was one thing that Fifer thought was weird about Thisbe and Rohan, 
though. The two kept bumping elbows when turning pages, which was 
awkward. But neither of them moved aside to prevent it from happening 
again. If anyone ever got in Fifer’s way, she usually moved or gave them a look 
so they'd move. Was it odd not to like having people touch you all the time? It 
didn’t seem to Fifer like it should be. She liked having space. Maybe that was 
why she hadn’t enjoyed dancing with Seth at the costume party. 

After a few moments puzzling over this new revelation, Fifer returned to 
the important task of reading. She studied long into the night, even after 
Florence suggested she get some rest. Eventually Thisbe and Rohan nodded 
off, and soon only Fifer and the two statues remained awake. Knowing that 
people trapped in the library were suffering, Fifer fought sleep and other 
distractions. She paged through book after book that Mr. Today had 
painstakingly written about his many-years-long process of creating the 
various pieces of the world that Fifer had taken for granted until now. She 
scanned a thousand pages for clues, finding a few sections about the tubes and 
where they led, but nothing on how they were created. 

Just before she could fend off sleep no longer, her eyes landed on a 
paragraph that seemed important, even though it wasn’t about the tube 
system. Fifer jerked fully awake and sat up, reading it again. 

Simber turned his head expectantly toward her. After a moment she looked 
up. “Hey, Simber, Florence,” she whispered. “I think I found something.” 

Florence glanced over too. 

“It’s not about the tubes,” Fifer explained, “but it’s about the remote rooms. 
Apparently, because the kitchenette tube doesn’t access the remote rooms, Mr. 
Today created a magical passageway from the upstairs secret wing that leads to 
each of the remote areas—theater, lounge, and library. He wanted to be able to 
reach them in a hurry if necessary.” 

Florence and Simber looked skeptical. “Tve neverrr hearrrd of such a thing,” 
said Simber in a low voice. “Though it wouldn't be the firrrst time I’ve 
discoverrred something new about the mansion. Marrrcus had his secrrrets— 
therrre’s no denying that.” 

Florence came over to look at Fifer’s book. “There’s a passageway in the 
mage’s living quarters we don’t know about?” she asked. “I find that hard to 
believe. Simber and I know every inch of those rooms. The only hidden door I 


know about or have ever seen Marcus and Alex use is the one on the back wall 
of the office that connects it with the apartment.” 

Fifer found the place in the book and read, “‘I made a mistake with the 
kitchenette tube, connecting it only to my distant friends and other places 
around the world. I forgot to add the remote rooms to that control system. 
Due to the intricacies of that particular tube’s design, it made more sense to 
simply create a different passageway from the secret hallway to the remote 
rooms so I could easily access them if necessary. As it turns out, I rarely use 
them, preferring to take the extra time to be visible and present in the 
mansion. I access those rooms now via the main tubes just like everyone else 
does.” 

Fifer looked up. “Do either of you have a clue what passageway he’s talking 
about? Maybe there’s a second secret door on the back wall of the office that 
we can find? Or inside the apartment somewhere?” 

“Not that I know of,” said Florence, mystified. “But Simber would know the 
apartment better than me.” 

Simber shook his head. “I can’t think of anything. I neverrr saw him use a 
passageway. Everrr.” 

“Hmm,” said Fifer, studying the book again. “Listen to this. It’s a clue to 
locating it.” She hesitated, then continued reading. 


Right is left and wrong is right, 
stoop low to find the perfect height. 
Tiny eyes will serve you well 


To read your way into this spell. 


“Right is left?” asked Florence. “What?” 

Fifer muttered the first line a few times. “Does ‘right’ mean ‘correct? As in, 
‘correct’ is left? And wrong is right? Like there’s a left and a right, and he’s 
saying the one on the right is—” She stopped suddenly. “Oooh. Could it be?” 

“Be what?” said Florence. 

“Those doors? In the secret hallway?” 

“Ah, Fiferrr,” Simber said slowly. “Yes, I think that’s it! I underrrstand now. 
That parrrt of it, anyway.” He narrowed his eyes in thought, then said, “The 
two doorrrs in the hallway that we've all passed by a thousand times and 


wonderrred what’s behind them. I'll bet my wings one of them is this 
passageway he’s talking about.” 





Desperate Times 


hile Fifer’s clue about the secret passageways was helpful, it didn’t solve 
anything. Even though it appeared from Mr. Today’s explanation that one of 
the doors in the secret hallway was this mysterious passageway he wrote about 
in his book, Simber, Florence, and Fifer still had no idea how to open it. Mr. 
Today had magically protected the doors in that hallway. He hadnt given the 
actual magical password in this book, which was typical style for the late head 
mage. He obviously hadn’t wanted just anyone going anywhere they pleased 
without having to work for it. So that meant they’d have to find the proper 
spell on the door itself. 

Simber and Florence knew that Alex had tried to open the doors several 
times over the years, with no success, but he hadn't had this poem clue. And 
the part about tiny eyes? That was strange, and it clearly meant something. 
But what? 

Chances werent great that they'd be able to figure it out in a short amount 
of time when Alex hadn’t been able to do it in years. But at least it was 
something to offer a glimmer of hope that their friends weren't totally 
doomed. It was enough of a breakthrough for Fifer to call it a night. She 


needed rest to have a clear mind for the morning. With so many lives at stake, 
she couldn't afford not to be at her very best. 

She stowed her books and supplies in the Quillitary yard near everyone 
else’s, and hoped they’d all be alive to fetch them again when this was over. 
Then she lay down next to Simber and fell into a restless sleep, soothed by the 
sounds of nearby dragons breathing. 


DKK 


Before sunrise everyone was ready and anxious to go. Fifer had her hammock 
loaded with everything she needed, plus extra water for when, not if, they 
rescued the others. Her falcons flitted about, full of energy and eager to fight 
back against the ones who'd injured and killed their companions. 

Florence, Kaylee, and Ishibashi planned to fly into battle on Quince and 
keep Ava and Lukas hidden on the dragon’s soft back. It was nice for Florence 
to finally have something big enough to support her size and weight. She'd 
ridden on Pan before, but she’d never flown, so this was a new adventure. 
Florence carried her quiver and magic arrows as well as a mixture of spell 
components. Kaylee and Ishibashi were loaded down with weapons, including 
swords, daggers, and the handcrafted throwing stars that Ishibashi had 
brought from his island. 

Sky, with her sword, and Thisbe and Rohan with theirs as well as some 
components, climbed onto Simber’s back. And Maiven and the black-eyed 
children from Grimere took their places on Gorgrun. They carried melee 
weapons and whatever components they’d managed to learn in the short time 
Thisbe and Florence had been working with them. They also had their own 
fiery breath as an added secret weapon, which the dissenters wouldn't expect. 
And though they couldn't spray fire nearly as far as real dragons could, it was 
nonetheless dangerous. Slim lines of smoke drifted up from a few of the 
children’s noses and mouths in anticipation. Now and then, as they waited for 
the signal to take off, they turned to the side to breathe a warm-up round of 
fire. Their eyes were clear, free from all mind control. Their hands were quick, 
their heads steady, their insides confident. They were ready for this battle. No 
matter what happened. 


Simber walked with his riders to Fifer in her hammock. “You should say 
something to everrryone,” he said in a low voice. “A speech.” 

Thisbe frowned. Why her? 

Florence glanced at Simber curiously, trying to read his expression. Then 
she nodded. “Yes, Fifer. Give us some wise words and encouragement to build 
us up in this dangerous situation.” 

In the past, Fifer might have been struck with nerves and a feeling of 
inadequacy to do something like that. But not now. Not after all she’d been 
through. And not with Thisbe standing there—Thisbe who hadn’t just been 
singled out by Simber as a leader in this group. Fifer had led a group before, 
and the role had become so natural to her that she barely blinked. 

“Everyone,” she called out, and waited for the group to quiet down and 
look at her. When they did, she continued. “Good morning, all. I hope you are 
feeling refreshed.” She hesitated, then dove in. “This is going to be difficult. 
Not only to succeed physically by taking back our land, but emotionally, too. 
This is a complex situation, fighting against our own people. No matter how 
mad theyre making us right now, they've still been a part of our lives for 
years, and this land on which we'll be battling is our home.” 

She paused, trying to find the words to emphasize how important 
everything was, and continued. “These factors can affect the way we make 
decisions. I think it’s obvious to the ones who call Artimé home that the 
mansion we remember is already in tatters, perhaps destroyed forever. And we 
will take the time to mourn that like we continue to mourn for Alex.” 

Thisbe dropped her gaze. 

Fifer paused, taking a moment to be sure her voice was steady and strong. 
“But now we have to do our jobs without hesitation. Without backing down or 
being afraid to... well, to further destroy the possessions we love and the 
memories we carry. We'll worry about restoring Artimé later. But for now, we 
must focus on the people. We must press forward knowing we have one chance 
to save them. Not just the ones who are physically trapped, but those who are 
emotionally or mentally trapped by Frieda Stubbs and her destructive words 
and deeds. We have one chance to take back the world that Mr. Today created 
for the Unwanteds—all of them, not a select few. We will not retreat!” 

The group stood tall and cheered. 

Fifer paused, letting the feelings of reassurance fill her up. “Also, let’s not 
forget that this battle is only half of our task. This attack must be swift and 


sure, like Florence said. We must overwhelm them from the onset and drive 
them out before they know what’s happening. Our friends are suffering, and 
time is of the essence.” That last part, “time is of the essence,” was a phrase 
Fifer had heard Maiven Taveer utter in the land of the dragons, and she'd liked 
the sound of it. “We must do what we need to do, and quickly. Is everyone 
clear on your tasks?” 

“All clear!” shouted the group in one voice, which was a bit startling. 
Maiven had brought her military touch to this team in more ways than one. 

Fifer’s heart soared. She felt an ounce of hope that their small, strange army 
had a chance against a group ten times their size. Then she, with a tightness in 
her throat, made a fist and tapped her chest twice. “I am with you.” 

There was a split-second pause and a few strained looks. Thisbe stared hard 
at the ground, arms crossed. But then she and everyone else repeated the chest 
tap, some more heartily than others. With fervor, many responded to Fifer and 
all who surrounded them. “I am with you.” 

It came out as a whisper for Thisbe. 

“Then,” said Fifer, noticing it, “let’s begin.” 

They wasted no time. Fifer whistled for her birds to take flight. Simber 
bounded and jumped, rising quickly with his passengers. Fifer and Simber led 
the charge side by side, while the pair of ghost dragons and their riders came 
right behind. 

As they neared the mansion, Florence reminded the ghost dragons of their 
task in case they'd forgotten. Fifer and her birds, who had a different task, 
split off from the group, heading for the jungle. “I'll see you soon,” she called 
out. “I believe in you!” 

The rest of the group circled overhead. Simber and the dragons each belted 
out a mighty roar, giving fair warning of their presence to the dissenters in 
Artimé, and even waking up several of them who'd fallen asleep at their 
windows after guarding them all night. They stumbled into action and began 
firing components haphazardly into the air, missing wildly due to the distance 
of the attackers and the awkward angles at which they were throwing, upward 
and through the window frames. 

Florence, taking point and calling the plays, kept one hand in the air for 
everyone to see. She made a motion prompting everyone to circle again, trying 
to coax the enemy out. When a few brave dissenters began climbing through 
the windows to get a better angle for attack, Florence dropped her arm and 


shouted, “Dragons, go! Carefully, please! Everyone else, use your rides as your 
shields and defend as necessary.” 

On Florence’s command, the dragons split up and dropped to opposite 
sides of the mansion’s vast roof. While digging their claws under the eaves and 
making a tremendous scraping sound that reverberated through the mansion, 
the dragons roared again, sending dissenters running in fear, in and out 
through the windows, unsure of where they would be safer. Thisbe and the 
other fighters on the backs of the fliers took careful aim whenever they saw 
opportunities to knock out dissenters without killing them. A few dropped. 
But not nearly enough. 

Florence called out again to the dragons gripping the roof, and Gorgrun 
and Quince strained and pulled upward, sending showers of sparks and sprays 
of fire down on the mansion. With several earsplitting cracks, the entire roof 
broke off and wobbled in the dragons’ grip, nearly plunging off one side to the 
ground. But Gorgrun adjusted and caught the corner with his tail just in time. 

A moment later the dragons coordinated their moves and lifted the roof 
higher into the air, taking the ceiling and remaining chandelier chains and 
other fixtures with it. They carefully flew it to the ground nearby as people’s 
voices inside the mansion exploded in fear and horror and protest. The ghost 
dragons returned to the space above the mansion with their fighters. Florence 
and the other riders leaned over and looked down inside the exposed second 
floor, where all of the living quarters were, and the breezy, huge entry area of 
the mansion, which had no upper level above it. Frantic dissenters were 
scrambling and running like ants whose farm had been uncovered. But there 
were few places to hide. 

“This is shocking to watch,” Thisbe said. She cringed as she pelted the 
people below. She'd known the mansion as her home for as long as she could 
remember. Now the dragons were taking it apart like it was some sort of 
construction game. 

“Stay focused,” said Sky, acting as a lookout. “Hold on to hope that we can 
restore it.” 

Florence watched the dissenters flood into the classrooms on the first floor, 
which offered them the most protection under the circumstances. “Just like we 
planned,” she called to Quince. “This is our cue. Do you remember what to do? 


Take us right down into the middle of that big entryway.” 


Quince had a look of glee on his face as he prefaced his landing with a 
burst of sparks to push the remaining dissenters out of the way. Florence 
winced, hoping he hadn’t set the whole mansion on fire, but all seemed okay. 
He centered himself over the space, then held his wings up and fluttered them 
to lower himself down. As he landed inside the once-beautiful structure, one 
foot hit the bottom part of the staircase and crushed a couple of the steps into 
powder. 

Thisbe cringed, but she didn’t stop taking shots whenever she could safely 
do so, all the while staying low on the dragon’s back and dodging fire from the 
dissenters. 

People in the upper-level residence hallways who'd been suddenly 
uncovered turned and ran into their rooms, locking themselves in. But of 
course they had no ceiling or roof overhead in there, either. They dove into 
tubes and closets and under their beds, but most were still visible to the 
fighters from Grimere above them. 

Gorgrun hovered in place, positioning his black-eyed passengers to give 
them every advantage to take out the dissenters with their newly learned 
magic and dragon fire. All of them began shooting fiery blasts at the 
dissenters. Sometimes they started small blazes that would drive the people 
out of their hiding spots. Then they’d hit the dissenters with fire-step and 
minor explosion spells they'd learned from Florence. Once they cleared a 
section of rooms, Gorgrun would circle around and hover again over a 
different part. The black-eyed children would repeat the task, taking aim in 
every nook and cranny, spraying fire down every hallway from back to front, 
forcing the people to the balcony and down the stairs, leaving scorch marks 
everywhere but keeping the place from totally going up in flames. 

Simber, dwarfed and almost nimble compared to the dragons, swooped 
down on the main floor with his magic- and sword-wielding riders and 
skillfully flew through the mansion’s hallways, which by design were just wide 
enough for him. This was his territory, and he knew the main floor better than 
anyone in Artime. Plus, his ability to see, hear, and smell was so far above the 
rest of theirs that everyone had full faith he would leave no stone unturned, no 
dissenter hidden. But where was Frieda? He hadn't spotted her yet. 

The great cheetah twisted and turned through the halls, the vast kitchen, 
the classrooms, and the dining room, plowing down anyone in his way. On his 


back, Thisbe and Rohan pelted everybody they could reach with components 


and tried to keep themselves protected from getting struck by return 
components. Sky, leaning off to one side, took deep swipes and jabs with her 
sword at anyone trying to get past them. When Rohan got hit by scatterclips, 
he went soaring and slammed into the chefs giant pantry doors, sticking 
there. Simber quickly zoomed around, and they picked him up. Sky grabbed a 
few knives from the butcher block while they were stopped, and then they 
were off to gather up the hiding dissenters once more. 

In the entryway, dissenters kept their distance from the dragon. Florence 
slid off Quince’s back, and Kaylee and Ishibashi followed, staying close behind 
the warrior woman for protection from flying components. As they moved 
through the space, Florence held off anyone trying to rush at them, and Kaylee 
and Ishibashi used their throwing stars to take down any menacing 
approaching attackers. Florence sliced the air with components in rapid 
succession, turning clockwise in a circle and striking dissenters at every tick. 
The panicked crowds that were rushing down the stairs from their rooms 
skirted around the enormous dragon and began clambering for the exits. 
Many of them crashed to the ground in mid-escape after being hit by a spell 
from Simber’s team passing through. 

When the enemy activity around Florence slowed down, Quince swiped his 
tail from side to side, rounding up enchanted dissenters and placing them in 
piles near the windows that faced the lawn. Florence and her team cautiously 
began picking up and tossing frozen and otherwise incapacitated dissenters 
outside in preparation for the next step of their plan. 

Then Quince noticed a rogue group of dissenters whose spells had worn off 
trying to sneak back in through the door by the kitchen. Their sights were on 
Thisbe as she rode by on Simber, and they were poised to knock her flat and 
bring her to Frieda Stubbs, as the woman had requested. But Quince saw them 
coming and blew a huge fiery breath down the hallway in their direction. He 
turned them to charcoal and accidentally set the broken tubes on fire, 
requiring help putting it out from Gorgrun’s team. After that, Florence sent 
Quince back outside to assist Gorgrun and the Grimere fighters. 

Things were miraculously going better than expected, but there were two 
questions on Florence’s mind: First, where was Frieda Stubbs? Florence had 
been searching for any sign of the woman, but found none. And second, why 
hadn't Fifer arrived yet? She should have been here by now. Florence 
desperately hoped that Fifer wasn’t having any problems with her part of the 


plan—that could be devastating for more than just her. And now more of the 
frozen people were thawing, which meant Florence had to start fresh with a 
new round of freeze spells. With so few spell casters, things were getting dicey. 
If everyone started waking up at once, they'd have a brand-new battle on their 
hands, only this time they'd be scattered and without a plan. Florence dug in, 
pelting everybody she could find who was stirring, and wishing Simber would 
come back with Thisbe, Rohan, and Sky—she could use the help. 

Luckily, one of Florence’s questions was answered when fresh screams arose 
from the lawn. The mansion shook and rattled like it was sitting on top of a 
giant beating heart. Florence rushed to the windows to see the rock barreling 
across the lawn from the jungle with Panther bounding beside her at a frantic 
clip. Following behind them was the source of the shaking—the stomping, 
roaring mastodon, OP Tater, whom Fifer had brought to life. Panther and the 
rock kept just out of OP Tater’s reach, wanting the beast to follow them but 
knowing he would turn on them in an instant, for he had been created 
without any sense of right or wrong and would stomp on anything or anyone 
if given the chance. 

High above Ol Tater, Fifer and her birds were heading toward the 
mansion. 

“Thank goodness,” Florence muttered, laying down a row of dissenters who 
were struggling to their feet. “Simber!” she shouted, and in seconds the 
cheetah screeched around a corner and flew to Florence’s side, his riders 
slipping and sliding as they tried to hang on. “It’s time,” Florence told him. 
“Leave Thisbe with me—you can keep Rohan and Sky, but Kaylee, Ishibashi, 
and I need a little more help here. Run out the back way and speak to Panther 
first. IIl set Fifer in motion.” 

“Got it,” said Simber. 

Thisbe slid off, and Simber galloped down the hallway with Sky and Rohan 
past what was left of the smoldering tubes. Thisbe saw them and gasped. 
Could that situation get any worse? Now what were they going to do? There 
weren't answers. Instead, Thisbe turned her attention back to the dissenters, 
more of whom were thawing from being frozen. 

“Help me keep them from escaping,” Florence said, but Thisbe was already 
firing off components and freeze spells, inside and through the windows at the 
bodies on the lawn. Once Simber was outside, Florence signaled above to Fifer 


and her birds to be ready. 


Fifer signaled back to let Florence know she understood. She shouted 
orders to her jungle companions. 

In response, the rock came to a sliding halt near the fountain, sending a 
long ribbon of sod flying into the air and pelting disoriented Artimeans. Ol’ 
Tater slowed down, then tried to stomp on the rock, but he couldn't lift his 
foot high enough. So he did no harm to the rock, but he continued trying, and 
the pursuit kept OI Tater occupied for the moment, which was helpful. The 
rock opened his giant mouth and waited for the plan Florence had talked to 
him about to begin. 

Simber, with his passengers, ran up to Panther and touched noses with her 
in greeting. Sky and Rohan eyed the black cat warily. Her fangs dripped with 
saliva and were a little too close for comfort. Rohan drew his legs up in front 
of him. 

Panther was a bit of a wild card, but she listened to Simber. In Panther’s 
ear he whispered, “Rrround up the fleeing ones and chase them into the 
rrrock’s mouth. Trrry not to bite anyone unless they’rrre rrreally annoying.” 

Panther crouched and backed up. With an earsplitting screech, she sprinted 
into action, tearing across the lawn and circling around the dissenters. OP 
Tater saw her moving and gave up on stomping the rock. He pursued her 
instead and, in the process, essentially kept the dissenters from daring to make 
any moves at all for fear of him turning on them. Panther herded these 
captured foes toward the rock. With her fangs and ability to chase them down, 
combined with OI Tater stomping around and being terrifying, dissenters 
willingly jumped into the rock’s mouth for their own safety, some of them 
surrendering once they realized everything they were up against. 

Fifer directed her falcons to drop her into her room and invited them to 
remain there for safety’s sake until they were needed again. She communicated 
with Gorgrun’s team to make sure that, as they continued to sweep the 
upstairs, they wouldn’t send any fire or spells at the birds while searching 
methodically for those who might be hiding. Seeing that the upper floor was 
under control, Fifer ran out to the balcony and downstairs to assist Florence, 
Thisbe, Kaylee, and Ishibashi on the main floor. Another wave of dissenters 
was waking up and struggling to their feet to try to fight off the intruders, and 
Thisbe and Florence had their hands full. Pelting the ones in her way before 
they could reach for their components, Fifer went to the window nearest 


Simber and called out to him. “Can you do without Sky and Rohan? We could 
use more help in here!” 

Panther and Ol Tater’s herding technique was working well, and the 
outdoor team was fierce enough to make Sky’s and Rohan’s contributions 
minimal at best. Simber immediately flew the passengers to the mansion and 
dropped them off. 

Fifer ran to confer with him. “What'll you do when the rock is full?” she 
asked. “Make a corral with the statues and dragons?” 

“That’s the plan,” said Simber. He didn’t stick around to elaborate and flew 
back to be a part of the circle that included the rock, Panther, and OP Tater. 
As Florence tossed people through the windows, Panther herded them, and 
the others moved fluidly based on OF Tater’s whims to keep the dissenters 
surrounded but safe from the stomping mastodon. 

“Follow me,” Fifer told Sky and Rohan, helping them in through the 
window. “There are still plenty of people hiding in the cubbyholes and 
crevices, and we haven't found Frieda yet. Gorgrun and the Grimere fighters 
are covering the second floor, driving everybody downstairs. We'll join Thisbe 
and continue on the first.” She started down the hallway, then ducked and hit 
the floor, crying, “Watch out!” Components came flying their way. Sky got hit 
by a backward bobbly head. Rohan released the spell, and the three scrambled 
to find cover before venturing forward again. 

Florence saw them coming. “Good,” she said. “Tm going outside to help 
make the corral. You three join Thisbe and keep sending frozen bodies out to 
us.” She hesitated, then spoke quietly to Fifer. “The momentum is changing in 
our favor. But stay strong and be on your guard.” 

Fifer nodded, and they got to work. The ranks of dissenters had thinned 
inside the mansion. With the largest attackers having relocated outside— 
Quince, Simber, and Florence—some of Frieda’s followers who were still in 
hiding crept out to see what was going on and to look for a means of escape. 
But Thisbe, Sky, Rohan, Kaylee, Ishibashi, and Fifer were on the move, 
hunting them down and making every attempt to attack before being fired 
upon. They forced them with swords to the windows or froze them and 
dragged them there, confiscating their components and tossing bodies one at a 
time onto the lawn for Simber and Florence to deal with. But there was still 
one person they hadn’t run across yet. 


Knowing Frieda wasn’t a great mage gave them some hope that she 
wouldn’t put up much of a fight once they found her. Unlike past enemies, 
such as Gondoleery Rattrapp and the High Priest Justine herself, Frieda 
Stubbs was an amateur villain. Thus, the group wasn’t too worried about what 
would happen when she finally appeared. 

That was probably a mistake. 





Brought To a Boil 


When Frieda Stubbs heard the attackers coming, she painted herself invisible 
and snuck out the back door of the kitchen, crossed the lawn, and climbed 
into a leafy tree on the border between Artimé and Quill, where she could 
watch everything that was happening. She was sure Garrit would bark out 
some orders on her behalf, and her people had been trained by the best— 
Florence. So she knew they'd fight for her and for their own peace and safety 
from the Revinir while Frieda planned her big move. Frieda hadn’t expected 
the dragons, but they didn’t seem to belong to the Revinir, so that put her 
mind somewhat at ease. And it was a bonus to have Thisbe show up. Perhaps 
she'd be able to do away with all the Stowes at once—it would certainly make 
her life easier. She worried for a while that Fifer Stowe wasn’t among the 
outcasts who had attacked. But a short time later she saw the spitting image of 
Nadia Stowe coming from the jungle with her awful birds and that stomping 
mastodon statue. 

With that creature about, Frieda decided to stay put for a while. Perhaps 
she'd let her enemies think she had run away. Of course they'd assume that, 
and they'd grow complacent and careless. Everyone underestimated her. But 


they were in for a shock, because Frieda was finally going to get revenge for 
what that awful pirate girl had done to her. 

Life had been especially hard the past few years, seeing Thisbe and Fifer 
Stowe grow into young women. They looked more like their mother every 
time they came back from stirring up trouble in the land of the dragons. They 
had the same unusual black eyes and black wavy hair. Fifer, who wore her hair 
long, especially resembled Frieda’s old neighbor who had come so abruptly 
and so suspiciously to Quill from a pirate ship. 

Nadia had been aloof from the beginning, Frieda remembered. But she'd 
picked up on the rules of Quill quickly enough and tried valiantly to follow 
them. But the girl should have been declared Unwanted from the moment 
she'd stepped into the Wanted neighborhood where Frieda’s family lived. 
Nadia didn’t belong there. Frieda had known it from the start when she’d 
witnessed Nadia speaking to birds in the farm area of Quill. The birds seemed 
to speak to her, too. And there was a whole flock of them that fluttered high 
overhead, trapped outside of Quill by the barbed-wire ceiling that covered the 
island. They moved when Nadia moved. It was unsettling. And then there 
were the sparks that flew from her eyes, which she tried to hide. But Frieda 
had seen them. 

Frieda shifted in the tree and drew her legs up out of sight when Simber 
flew a little too close for comfort. But he wasn’t looking for her, and Frieda’s 
time to shine hadn’t come yet. So her mind wandered back to her nemesis. 

Immediately after seeing the sparks, Frieda had reported Nadia to the 
governors, explaining that the new pirate girl was possessed. “Her eyes spark 
fire and birds follow her around,” she'd told them. Sealing Nadia’s fate, or so 
Frieda had thought. 

It was such a strange claim that the High Priest Justine had called Frieda 
into the palace shortly before the Purge that year to question her. Frieda had 
felt a swell of importance. Surely she would be rewarded for this. But High 
Priest Justine grilled her with icy questions. And in the end, no matter how 
Frieda tried to defend herself, Justine declared that Frieda was telling tales. 
An illegal offense. 

At the Purge, Nadia was declared a Necessary. And Frieda was named 
Unwanted. 

It had been a terrible shock. The trauma of being declared Unwanted when 
she'd never been caught doing anything creative had scarred her. The shame of 


being shackled by the governors and the nightmares about being thrown into 
the lake of boiling oil lingered for years, even though she found herself in 
beautiful Artime. It had been a horrible experience. She couldnt seem to get 
over the wrong that had been done to her. And it was all Nadia’s fault. Later, 
Frieda often imagined Nadia’s reaction to Frieda being called Unwanted. She 
knew the pirate must have been smug. The girl had been performing actual 
creative acts in plain sight, and she’d gotten away with it. 

Frieda felt fresh anger bubble up. She'd hidden it for a long time. Tried to 
forget it and managed to do so for years. And when Alex became head mage, 
Frieda found that he possessed none of his awful mother’s traits, so she 
accepted him. A few years later, when Nadia had died saving Thisbe and Fifer, 
Frieda felt a tiny bit of satisfaction. But over time, Nadia was considered some 
sort of hero. That burned. But Frieda held in her feelings then, too. At least 
there was Alex—the only good thing to come out of Nadia’s existence. She 
steered clear of Aaron and the girl twins, warily watching them grow up. 

But when Alex was killed and Artimé appointed Justine’s successor, Aaron 
Stowe, to take his place, something had exploded inside Frieda. Not only were 
the twin girls a constant and growing reminder of Nadia, especially with 
Fifer’s birds and Thisbe’s sparking eyes, but Aaron was a constant reminder 
that the only decent one of them was dead. This time there was nothing Frieda 
could do to stop the rage inside her. She'd taken all she could handle of the 
Stowes. And she refused to live the rest of her life under the rule of people like 
Nadia. 

The twin girls and Aaron would be the end of Artimé. They'd brought 
danger to the magical land already, and a great deal more was looming. And 
people had wanted to put their trust in Aaron? It was absurd. Frieda had to 
take matters into her own hands to save Artimé. Shed made it her mission to 
teach everyone about who the true dangers to the island really were. And it 
was working. Frieda was going to get rid of everything remotely related to 
Nadia Stowe once and for all, and save their world in the process. 

Maybe not everyone saw it the way Frieda did quite yet, but most of them 
did. And her supporters were growing in number every day. In time all of 
Artimé and Quill would thank her, once all traces of the Stowes were erased 
from their island for good. There would be no one left for the evil dragon- 
monster, the Revinir, to come after. And Artime would be at peace once more 
—this time for good. 





Devastation and Loss 


Astrid, the ghost dragon, and Dev, who now decidedly identified with the 
Suresh family of rulers, carried an air about them as they began their journey 
to the land where the palace stood. It was an air of distinction, perhaps. Or 
one approaching deservedness. They were going on an adventure to reclaim 
this closed-off, forgotten corner of the land of the dragons and the black-eyed 
rulers. They were going to see the shining palace of Dev’s people. 

As they flew, Dev let his imagination go wild. He pictured scenes in which 
his newfound family would run out of the purple-and-orange palace to greet 
him and welcome him into this beautiful place, saying lovely things like, “Our 
long-lost boy is home at last!” 

The thoughts made his insides hurt a little. It also made him feel foolish 
that he'd spent any time imagining such a scene, which he knew in reality 
wouldn’t happen. No one in the world cared a whit about Dev—the Revinir 
herself had said so. And not a soul in that palace would know him. If there 
even was anyone there. Dev would be a stranger barging onto the scene. The 
thought almost made him uncomfortable enough to tell Astrid to turn around 
and go back to the cavelands. 


If not for the images, he might have. But somehow they seemed like proof 
of ownership. Why else would those scenes pound in his mind every time the 
Revinir roared, if the memories of such places didn’t belong to him? What was 
his connection to them? He had to find out. 

He wondered if Thisbe and the others had seen these same pictures. Thisbe 
had said something reassuring about them after his mind had first cleared. But 
so much had happened in those moments immediately afterward that Dev had 
been totally overwhelmed. Discovering Thisbe’s return, being summoned to 
the castle, and Thisbe wanting him to act like he was still under the Revinit’s 
mind control—it had been a lot. Enough that he couldn’t remember any 
details of that part of the conversation if she’d given them. 

Not long after that flurry of events, the Revinir had roared, and he’d been 
blinded with the images. Since then, the more ancestor broth he'd ingested, 
the less intense the images had been. And now, whenever the calls came, the 
pictures didn’t totally overtake his senses. 

Dev remembered his time in the tower. He recalled the look on the 
Revinir’s face when she'd realized that the ancestor broth really did have an 
effect on him and the others. How he wished he hadn't inadvertently revealed 
it before she'd flung him out the window. 

He shuddered. 

“Everything all right back there?” Astrid called out. “Warm enough?” 

“Tm all right. Do you remember where were going?” 

The dragon was quiet for a moment. Then she cleared her throat. “Errm. 
Not... quite.” 

Dev smiled and told her. Most of the time it didn’t bother him that she and 
the other ghost dragons forgot things. It wasn’t annoying unless the thing was 
very important or urgent. And at this point, Dev had nothing urgent on his 
agenda, which felt strange but nice. “Just don’t go to Grimere,” he said. Then 
he added, “My name is Dev, by the way.” 

“Short for Devastation, no doubt,” Astrid joked. 

Dev tilted his head, thinking about that and liking it. “Yes,” he said with a 
laugh. “Short for Devastation. And don’t you forget it.” 

“Ha-ha!” said Astrid with a glorious cackle. 

The terrain below was desertlike until they reached a mountain range, 
where a stream passed through that was lined with trees. Dev was glad he'd 
asked Astrid to take him. Climbing the mountains would have been a 


challenge that Dev might not have been up for. His aching ribs seemed to be a 
pain that would never go away, and he’d only just learned to tolerate it. 

The mountains below looked sharp and rugged and difficult. That 
explained why Ashguard’s palace and the surrounding village was so closed off. 
There was no way to approach on foot from the north because of these 
mountains, and the crater lake was a barrier to the east of the land. 

“What’s to the south and west of the palace?” Dev asked presently. 

“I don’t recall,” said Astrid, not surprisingly. “I’m feeling like it could be... 
water. Maybe? An ocean?” She paused, sniffing the air. “Or land. I don’t know.” 

“Interesting,” said Dev, trying not to laugh. “And beyond the oceans or... or 
land?” 

“I doubt I’ve ever known that,” said Astrid. “But clearly there are dragons 
beyond, if what you say is accurate about them having come from far and wide 
in response to the Revinit’s call.” 

“They definitely have done that,” said Dev. “Can you tell me why the ghost 
dragons aren't affected?” 

“We hear the roar,” Astrid said. “We just don’t care. The only call we are 
willing to respond to is that of the black-eyed rulers.” 

Dev blinked. “What, you mean like me? Please. That’s not even funny.” 

“You are the Devastator, after all.” 

Dev didn’t tell her she'd renamed him wrongly from earlier. The two 
bantered a bit more to pass the time, and then Dev slept, but not for too long 
in case Astrid forgot where they were going again. 

When she woke him, he sat up and looked down at the terrain. The 
mountains were behind them. Below, the remains of a city covered rolling 
hills. Bits of green growth showed through. There were some buildings and 
houses still standing, like a city that had been destroyed by a natural disaster. 
Dev glanced to the east, seeing the crater lake in the distance, and beyond 
that, the tree line of the forest and the promise of Dragonsmarche and 
Grimere. Astrid dropped lower and circled above a hill that had some 
sprawling structures on it. She had no problem finding a place to land. 

“Are you sure this is right?” Dev asked her, bewildered. “You went to the 
place where Ashguard’s palace was, right? The purple-and-orange bulbous 
castle with the—” 

“With the gilded roofs,” Astrid said. “Yes. This is the correct location. ’m 
sure of it. See over there?” She pointed through some tall, thick overgrowth, 


but Dev couldn't see anything orange or purple or gilded. 

“I... don’t... understand,” Dev said, his voice faltering. 

“TIl show you.” Astrid landed smoothly and took several steps as Dev 
continued to try to make sense of what had happened here. The dragon pushed 
through the brush, trampling it down to make a path. When the last trees 
parted, Dev spied a large building, mostly gutted but with a few enclosed 
spaces. And five smoke-stained towers with bulbs on top that were definitely 
not gold. Astrid continued toward it. “This is the palace,” she said gently. 

Dev’s lips parted as he stared. When Astrid stopped in front of it, he slid 
down her wing and stood quietly for a long moment between two of the 
towers, looking into the deserted covered courtyard before him. No one came 
out to welcome him home. 





Putting a Lid on IT 


Back in Artimé, above the mansion’s new open-air, sunlit second floor, Quince 
and Gorgrun circled, ready to torch the place at a moment’s notice, but trying 
hard to remember that, after accidentally setting the mansion tubes on fire, 
Florence the warrior trainer had asked them not to burn anything else down if 
possible. 

Additionally, no matter how hard they tried, the ghost dragons couldn't 
tell which people running around the mansion and lawn were friends and 
which were foes. They were a smattering of good and evil. Some were more 
good than evil, others more evil than good, but the dragons knew full well that 
that wasn’t an indicator of anything regarding being on the right side of the 
war. It was never that easy. Even the black-eyed people were a broad variety of 
levels, so there was no putting humans into groups based on that. 

So they decided to refrain from killing anyone unless called upon by the 
leaders they trusted: Thisbe, Maiven, and the great warrior woman. Instead 
they looked to help in other ways, like rounding up escapees, or assisting the 
black-eyed children and Maiven Taveer in hunting down dissenters in the 
maze of rooms on the second floor below them. 


Since the doors to each Artiméan’s personal room were locked, the dragons 
used their tails like ropes and ladders for the Grimere children, lifting them 
up over the walls to access the ones hiding in their rooms. And if the children 
were struck by a spell, Gorgrun and Quince picked them up and put them on 
their backs for safekeeping until the effects wore off or until someone was able 
to release the spell. Whenever one of the black-eyed fighters scared up a 
dissenter and identified the person as such, the dragons either chased them 
down the stairs to the spell casters working below, or they snatched them up 
in the curls of their tails or gripped them in their claws. Then they delivered 
them to the lawn for Simber to take care of. 

Far down the lengthy hallways, the children from Grimere went in pairs 
from room to room, blasting fire at anyone hiding in order to flush them out. 
They used their fiery breath and the few spells they’d learned to defend 
themselves against dissenters who reached for a component and tried to fight. 
They shooed the people out into the hallway, and when a room was fully 
checked and cleared of all hiders, they cast glass panes in front of the doors so 
the dissenters couldn't easily get back in. Faced with the threat of fire, most of 
the confused and frightened dissenters put their hands in the air and pleaded 
for mercy as they backed down the hallway. 
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“We're going!” cried one. “Please don’t hurt us!” 

“We didn’t want to have this war in the first place!” cried another. “I don’t 
even like Frieda, and I hate fighting.” 

“She abandoned us hours ago!” the first accused. “What kind of leader does 
that? She was staring out the back door’Then she took out an invisibility 
paintbrush and applied it. I havent seen her since. I'm sure she took off 
running into Quill like a coward.” 

The children from Grimere didn’t understand much of what was shouted at 
them, but Asha thought she understood the part about Frieda running to 
Quill, so she tucked the information away in case it would be useful to share 
with Thisbe later. She and the others held back from harming anyone who was 
going willingly to the staircase to be wrangled by the actual mages. For the 
most part, only a few fought back, and the rest surrendered... at least until 
they got to the main floor. 

Down there, Fifer and Thisbe were whipping off freeze spells as more 
people were evicted from their hiding places and trying to make a run for it. 
Those who succeeded in getting outside without being hit by spells were 


stopped and corralled by Panther or the dragons. Florence continued to 
transfer the frozen ones from the mansion windows to the area around the 
rock outside, since his mouth was full by now. 

Once things started to calm down, Florence called Gorgrun to assist on the 
ground. First she had him uproot a section of trees in the jungle and bring 
them to the lawn. Then she instructed him to lay four trunks lengthwise in an 
imperfect square around the dissenters. He stacked more logs on top of the 
first ones, building walls. They formed a pen with space at one corner for a 
door. 

Once the structure was solid, Gorgrun and Quince picked up the mansion’s 
roof, which they'd removed earlier, and set it on top of the pen to keep the 
dissenters from climbing out. Panther and Simber guarded the openings and 
methodically put more and more fleeing Artiméans inside, despite their cries 
of surrender and pleas for freedom. “You'll get yourrr chance to speak,” Simber 
snarled at them. “But forrr now, I advise you to be quiet. Orrr else.” His words 
were frightening enough to silence the group, at least for a while. 
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Combing through the entire mansion took hours, and Fifer and Thisbe’s team 
didn’t work without sacrifice. Every human among them at one point or 
another had been frozen or scatterclipped or backward-bobbly-headed or fire- 
stepped by dissenters who were still putting up a fight or trying to defend 
themselves from the small but increasingly effective army. Fifer and Thisbe did 
what they could to release the spells or revive each other and continue 
doggedly on, despite their growing number of bruises. Always at the back of 
their minds, keeping them going, was the reminder that their dear friends 
were suffering just a simple tube ride away. If only they could get it to work. 
By the time they expelled and contained what seemed to be the best hiders 
and last of the obstinate stragglers, they had still not found Frieda Stubbs. 
With the place clear, though, there was no time to waste in trying to get to the 
remote rooms. They’d have to take the chance of running into a surprise 
meeting with the dictator and hope their training was enough for the best 
outcome. And who even knew if she was still in the building? Chances were 


great that shed abandoned ship a long time ago. No one would expect 
anything else. 

Thisbe and Fifer found themselves together with no one left to fight. Each 
offered a curt nod of congratulations, then went their separate ways, still 
unable or unwilling to address their differences with so many other things to 
tend to. While Thisbe took a minute to collect herself and check in with the 
others, Fifer slipped outside to see how things were going there. 

“We're putting the last of them into the cage now,” said Florence. She and 
Simber were extracting dissenters from the rock’s mouth and making them go 
into the pen. 

“TIl get started on OF Tater,” said Fifer. “If we get him placed just right, he 
can serve as a door to the pen.” She ran at the mastodon and jumped around to 
get his attention, then ran back toward the opening in the pen. OP Tater 
followed as expected, trying to stomp on her. When he was nearly in the place 
where Fifer wanted him, she began the spell that would put him back to sleep. 
Simber tossed the last dissenter into the pen, then helped to position the 
mastodon. Fifer sang, and the statue fell into a permanent sleep right in front 
of the opening to the log pen, his massive hindquarters blocking anyone from 
leaving. 

With the dust settling and everything appearing to be under control, Fifer 
and Florence thanked the rock and Panther. The two took their leave and 
returned to the jungle. Simber stayed on the lawn to watch over the pen and 
the grounds and search for Frieda, and the dragons joined him there to keep 
the restless captives from trying anything. 

Fifer and Florence hurried back inside to survey the damage to the tubes 
and try to get them to work. There they found Thisbe already tinkering with 
the tube that had suffered the least amount of fire damage. Rohan and Maiven 
stood just outside the glass, offering to help, but when they saw Fifer and 
Florence approaching, they parted and moved aside. 

“Any sign of the Stubbs?” asked Fifer. 

Rohan gave her a grim smile. “Asha overheard some of the dissenters say 
Frieda snuck out early and left Artime. She abandoned them all.” 

“Tm not so sure about that,” muttered Thisbe. She gripped a small 
screwdriver between her teeth, and she was using both hands to pry up a 
corner of the control panel. She wasn’t having any luck. “Time will tell.” 

“And what about the tubes?” asked Fifer anxiously. 


“Not good,” said Thisbe, looking up and pulling the screwdriver from her 
mouth. “It’s not just that the panel is broken. Everything inside is smashed and 
melted. There’s nothing we can do with this if we don’t have a complete 
replacement, and I’ve never heard of any extra parts being stored anywhere, 
have you?” 

“No,” said Florence. “We’ve never needed them.” 

“And even if we did have a replacement,” she said with a shake of her head, 
“none of us knows how to put it together. The only one who’s ever fixed a tube 
is trapped in one of the remote rooms.” 

“I saw another... tube... in the kitchen,” Reza said hesitantly. 

Fifer and Thisbe looked at him, then at each other. They knew that tube 
well from their younger years. But like the one in the head mage’s kitchenette, 
it had its own settings and rules for where it went. “Hmm,” said Fifer. “That 
one doesn’t run through these main tubes, though. I think it only has direct 
access to the living quarters for food delivery. Thisbe, do you remember if it 
also goes to the remote rooms?” 

“I doubt it, but IIl check,” said Thisbe. “I don’t remember ever using the 
room service tube for anything except sending food to individual rooms 
upstairs.” She slipped out of the main tube and ran to the kitchen, jumping 
over the debris that was scattered throughout the hallways. When she 
returned, her expression was grim. “That one has been smashed too. Only the 
tube in the head mage’s kitchenette is functioning.” 

“Why did Frieda have to destroy everything?” muttered Florence. “It’s 
senseless! It didn’t work in her favor in any way. I can’t believe this mess—I 
honestly don’t know if we can ever repair these tubes.” For the first time since 
the mission began, Florence’s voice had become distressed. Everyone felt the 
same way—completely helpless. Their closest friends and family were trapped 
and wouldn't last much longer without water. 

“In the world I come from, places have at least two exits,” Kaylee said, 
feeling frustration boiling up. She knew that saying it couldnt fix the 
situation now, but she was stressed out and worried about Aaron, and felt like 
she had to speak her mind. “Maybe that would be a good idea going forward. 
Magic or no, stuff breaks.” She frowned. “Sorry. I know that’s not helpful at 
this moment. I’m just... scared.” She tried not to let on how worried she was, 
but with the rumors flying that Aaron was one of the people in the library, she 


couldn’t help but agonize over the fact that nobody had thought of a situation 
where the tubes would fail. 

“Two exits! That reminds me of that passage I read last night,” said Fifer, 
turning to Florence. “Lers have a look at those doors upstairs. I didn’t bring 
the book with me, but I memorized the clue.” 

“What are you talking about?” Kaylee asked. 

On the way up the broken-down staircase, with the sky overhead, Fifer 
explained to the others what she’d discovered the previous night. Then she 
recited the clue Mr. Today had written: 


Right is left and wrong is right, 
stoop low to find the perfect height. 
Tiny eyes will serve you well 


To read your way into this spell. 


At the balcony, only Florence, Thisbe, and Fifer continued on, for they 
were the only ones who could see and enter the not-a-secret hallway. They did 
so without delay, leaving Kaylee, Ishibashi, and the people from Grimere on 
the balcony. While they waited, Ishibashi explained to the others how the 
secret hallway worked for those who possessed a certain level of magic. As 
they listened, Maiven, Rohan, and Kaylee kept watch, not forgetting that the 
person who had caused all of this devastation had reportedly escaped the 
mansion and could return at any moment. 

“What else were the dissenters saying?” Kaylee asked the black-eyed 
children. “Did you hear anything?” 

One of them spoke rapidly in her native language, and Rohan translated. 
“They didn’t understand all of the words being said, but from their tones and 
gestures, the people seemed annoyed by Frieda,” he reported. “Like they didn’t 
want to be in this war in the first place. And they were angry that Frieda had 
abandoned them.” 

Just inside the secret hallway, Florence, who could see the Grimere fighters 
even though they couldn't see her, overheard what Rohan was saying and told 
the twins. Fifer and Thisbe, who were kneeling in front of the door on the left 
to look for the clue, nodded and kept looking for whatever Mr. Today had put 
there. “That’s good that the people are angry at Frieda,” Thisbe said as she 


scanned the wood surface. “Maybe some of them are finally coming to their 
senses. I’m not sure how we're going to figure out if the dissenters are safe now 
or not. And if not, what are we going to do with them? Do you have a plan?” 

“Can't we just keep them in the cage?” Florence muttered. She was still 
angry about how destroyed the mansion was. 

Fifer shook her head. “I’ve been thinking we should interview them with 
the dragons present to see what percent good or evil they are, and keep the 
good ones.” 

Thisbe looked alarmed. “Uh, I’m not sure I'd pass that test, so maybe step 
back from that a little.” 

Fifer glanced at her sister. “What?” 

“It’s a long story,” Thisbe said. She shifted uncomfortably. “Are you sure the 
left door is the right door?” She peered all around the doorknob, seeing 
nothing. 

“Pretty sure. That’s the only sense I can make of ‘Right is left and wrong is 
right.’ But TIl check the other just in case.” 

“I don’t see anything at all,” said Thisbe. “And the other door is the left door 
if you face the opposite direction down the hallway. So it’s confusing. Which 
way was Mr. Today standing when he made that spell?” 

Fifer sighed. She got up and crossed the hallway to examine that door, and 
scoured its surface for several moments. “I don’t see anything here, either.” 

“Neither of you has tiny eyes,” Florence remarked. 

“No one I know of has tiny eyes,” argued Fifer, “so there’s not much we can 
do about that.” 

They searched a moment more. “Maybe we have to look farther down,” said 
Thisbe. “It said stoop low, right? I assumed that meant to look below the 
handle, but maybe the clue is lower.” 

Fifer squinted and crouched, letting her eyes trace invisible lines across the 
entire door, dropping a little lower with each pass. “Still nothing.” 

“Same here,” said Thisbe. 

Fifer lay down on her stomach and squinted, looking for any sort of 
irregularity. “I see a scratch in the wood,” she said. “And there’s a little piece 
broken off the bottom corner.” 

“Is anything written there?” 

“Not that I can see.” She paused. “This is ridiculous. Who on earth has tiny 
eyes that Mr. Today would be referring to?” 


“Who knows,” said Thisbe. “It could totally be someone who no longer lives 
here. He could have written that book fifty years ago for all we know.” 

They kept at it. As Fifer rolled to her side, she felt something move in her 
hip pocket. She quickly lifted her body up, and Kitten pushed her way out. 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten angrily. 

“Tm sorry if I crushed you!” Fifer replied. “I forgot you were in there.” 

Kitten folded her front paws and looked away in disdain. 

Florence glanced over. And then she blinked. “Oh,” she said. “Tiny eyes. I 
think we found our mystery helper.” 





Tiny Eyes 
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(if course!” cried Fifer. “How could we forget Kitten?” 

The itty-bitty porcelain feline rolled her tiny eyes. This was not the first 
time the Unwanteds had forgotten that she existed. “Mewmewmew,” she said, 
sounding sarcastic. 

“What does that mean?” Thisbe asked. “We need Simber to translate.” 

“Tm not sure we want to know that bit,” said Florence. “She seems angry. 
You two try to explain to Kitten what we're looking for. I'll go trade places 
with Simber and send him up here.” 

Soon Kitten was prancing around in front of the door, looking for clues 
and feeling important once again now that she knew Mr. Today had singled 
her out for this significant clue. She searched the door on the right first, where 
Fifer was. Mewing, but finding nothing, she and the twins moved to the door 
on the left. This time Kitten sniffed thoroughly, pointing out a small space 
under it, which the other door didn’t have. Kitten peered up. 

“Tm sure there’s got to be something here,” Fifer said to Thisbe. Then: 
“Kitten, can you see underneath?” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten, sticking her head in the crack. Her voice 


sounded muffled. 


“Good job, Kitten,” Fifer said encouragingly. “But maybe you should come 
back out. Mr. Today left you a secret message on this door somewhere that will 
unlock it for us. Isn’t this exciting? If you find it, we might be able to rescue 
Fox.” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten. She emerged from under the door and jumped 
at it, sinking her claws into the wood. Then she began climbing, holding her 
face close to the surface, looking for clues. 

They could hear Simber coming. The big cat flew up over the mansion wall 
and straight to the second floor, not wanting to add his weight to the staircase 
for fear it would come crumbling down. He frightened the children on the 
balcony in the process, which made him frown and wish for the invisibility 
paintbrushes again. Luckily the people of Grimere recovered more quickly 
than in the past, so that was an improvement at least. Though they still kept 
their eyes on him. 

He landed and went into the head mage’s hallway. “Tiny eyes,” he said 
approvingly. “Of courrrse Marrrcus would have left something herrre forrr 
Kitten—she was grrranted nine lives, afterrr all, so she’s got the best surrrvival 
odds of all of us. We should have known. I’m sorrry I didn’t think of you 
immediately, Kitten.” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten, sounding very put out again. 

“I know, I know,” said Simber, abashed. “I want to be a betterrr frrriend 
too.” 

The girls exchanged a rare glance but didn’t dare ask for an explanation 
from Simber. Besides, they wanted Kitten to focus on the job and Simber not 
to growl at them for getting too personal with him, especially when he was 
being reprimanded. 

Kitten seemed satisfied with Simber’s answer, and she went back to work, 
claws out, scooting around on the face of the door as if gravity had no pull on 
her. Back and forth she went until she reached a point about a foot below the 
doorknob and came to a stop. She put her eye to the wood and was quiet. 

Fifer and Thisbe knelt, being quiet too, even though they could see 
nothing. Simber waited, his eyes narrowed to slits as if he were wishing them 
to be tiny too. 

Kitten scrambled around and turned upside down. She studied the same 
spot while the twins held their breath. The sounds of the outdoors coming 
inside seemed strangely pleasant. 


Before Kitten could speak about what she’d found, Simber turned his head 
sharply, hearing something none of the others could hear. His eyes darted, his 
nostrils flared, and he stood up. A low growl reverberated in his chest. Fifer 
and Thisbe looked wildly all around, expecting to see an intruder and 
grabbing for their components. But they saw nothing. Simber looked up and 
growled louder. 

“What is it?” Fifer whispered. “Is it Frieda?” 

Kitten turned too, then jumped down to stand by Simber and sniff the air. 

“Someone’s herrre,” Simber said softly. “Above us. I can’t see them.” 

“Can just anyone access this hallway now with the roof gone?” asked 
Thisbe. “Is the magical barrier only at the doorway?” Her answer came seconds 
later when dozens of huge magical sledgehammers began raining down on 
them, pounding and smashing everything in sight. 

In one blink, both twins were slammed to the floor. Simber’s tail broke off. 
And Kitten was smashed to smithereens. 





One Other Way 


Chaos erupted on the balcony as sledgehammers came pounding down on the 
ones there as well. Maiven Taveer’s cap went flying, and she was thrown to the 
floor, followed by the rest of the Grimere team. They didn’t know what had 
hit them, for they, like Fifer and Thisbe, had never actually seen the 
sledgehammer spell in use before. 

“What's happening?” cried Rohan, who'd been struck hard in the thigh, 
causing a deep bruise and a momentary inability to walk. He dodged the 
hammer that continued coming after him and limped over to Maiven to help 
her to her feet. The rest of them scattered, running down the stairs or through 
the hallways, covering their heads and trying to escape the pounding 
sledgehammers. 

“Take coverrr!” Simber shouted to the ones in the secret hallway, but it was 
loud enough for all to hear. “They’rrre coming frrrom above!” Without a roof 
overhead, and with no way to access the apartments without a dragon to lift 
them over the walls, there were few spots to hide. And the sledgehammers, 
like other Artiméan spells that were assigned a target upon activation, 


followed each person around, pounding and pounding relentlessly for several 
minutes before they struck their last blow and disappeared into the air. 

Kitten’s crushed body pieces magically pulled together, and she came back 
to life, only to be smashed to bits a second time. When she came alive, this 
time much the wiser, she dodged the hammer and flattened her body, then slid 
back into the tiny space below the secret door she'd been trying to open. She 
made it just in time and watched in horror as the sledgehammer, a hundred 
times bigger than her, pounded relentlessly, just barely nicking her front paw 
and turning her favorite claw and two of her whiskers to dust. She scooched 
farther into the slot and stayed put. 

“Release!” cried Fifer, trying to get her hands on the constantly moving 
weapon so the release spell would actually work. “Release!” It wasn’t easy, but 
finally she grabbed it and ended the spell, and the sledgehammer disappeared. 
“Who designed this terrible component?” she cried. She ran over to try to 
release the ones attacking Thisbe, who was still on the floor, knocked out. 

“You can blame Florrrence forrr that one,” said Simber, taking a running 
leap and beginning to fly, with sledgehammers chasing him. “She crrreated it 
when we werrre in Grrrimerrre. And it just happens to be one of the few that 
Frrrieda Stubbs is good at activating. Now, wherrre is she? She’s got to be 
herrre somewherrre doing this.” He soared around the tops of the walls, but he 
couldn’t see or sense anyone. 

Fifer finally managed to release all the sledgehammers attacking Thisbe, 
and she knelt next to her sister. “Are you all right?” 

Thisbe groaned and opened her eyes, and the sisters locked eyes for a 
moment. 

“Are you okay?” Fifer asked again, and she couldn’t mask her concern. 

“Hey,” said Thisbe softly. “Tm all right. Go help the others. I'll be right 
behind you. Is Kitten okay?” 

“Mewmewmew,” whispered Kitten from her hiding place. 

“Stay there, Kitten!” Fifer whispered back. She left Thisbe and ran out to 
the balcony, finding no one remaining there but hearing shouts from all 
directions and seeing a few bodies sprawled out on the main floor. She spied 
Ishibashi at the bottom of the stairs, fighting a sledgehammer with his fists, 
and went down to help him. 

Another round of sledgehammers came sailing from somewhere above 
them. Fifer dodged and grabbed at them and tried to see what direction they 


were coming from. “Frieda Stubbs!” Fifer called out. “I know you're up there, 
you coward!” 

“You're the coward!” shouted Frieda. 

“I most certainly am not!” Fifer turned toward the voice and kept talking, 
hoping Simber, who was flying around above the mansion, would be able to 
pinpoint where she was. Fifer grabbed a sledgehammer handle. “Release!” she 
muttered under her breath, and continued with Frieda. “You destroyed this 
mansion, and you've left Artiméans to die in the remote rooms!” 

“You're the one who did that!” shouted Frieda. 

“What?!” cried Fifer. “How can you even say that?” 

“How can you stand there and pretend like you aren’t the cause of all of 
this, Fifer Stowe?” cried Frieda. “You started all of this when you and your 
vagrant sister came to Artimé and terrorized us all with your dark magic.” 

For a split second, Fifer questioned herself. Was this mess truly Fifer’s fault? 
Were she and Thisbe to blame? Before Fifer could retort, three heart attack 
spells came soaring down from the top of the wall, high above the classrooms. 
Ishibashi saw them and nimbly deflected two of them with his hands while 
Fifer dodged the third. But they did their damage. Ishibashi clutched his chest 
and crashed to the floor. 

“Ishibashi!” Fifer rushed over to him to release the spells, but she knew he 
would continue to suffer for several minutes because of their severity. She 
dragged him under the staircase in hopes it would shield him from Frieda’s 
view and aim. There was no way Fifer was losing Ishibashi. 

Thisbe appeared on the balcony and limped down the steps, looking 
frazzled. The memory of Alex and the fear of Fifer dying had returned after 
the hammer incident, and she knew she had to make sure that didn’t happen. 
She reached the main floor and discovered her friends from Grimere in 
various places, curled up and being beaten by magical sledgehammers or lying 
motionless. She scooted past Fifer under the stairs to get them to safety inside 
a classroom, but then stopped and turned back. She hesitated, then leaned in 
and whispered, “Frieda is a classic monster, Fife. I heard what she said to you. 
Remember, none of this is our fault. Rule number one of monsters like her? 
Always accuse your enemies of the crimes you've committed. That’s what she’s 
doing. I know her words probably hurt you, but don’t let Frieda get to you. 
Just keep going.” She hesitated as Fifer stared at her with an unreadable 
expression, but then she went on. “I’m going to get our friends to safety. 


Simber’s up there, zeroing in on her location. And you... you need to take her 
out.” 

The weight of the moment, with Thisbe actually stopping to speak to Fifer 
despite their arguments, was a big one. And Thisbe was asking a lot. “What, 
you mean kill her?” whispered Fifer, aghast. “I don’t know if I can do that. 
She’s still an Artiméan. She’s one of our people. I can just freeze her, and we 
can throw her into the pen with the others.” 

Thisbe gave Fifer a hard look. “Listen, Fife. You've got a lot more good in 
you than I do. Youre so good that even I can sense it, and I’m only part 
dragon. But with Kitten losing two lives back-to-back, she’s too vulnerable to 
be hit by any more sledgehammers. And we need her. If we can’t figure out 
how to use that secret door, I can think of only one other way to get our 
people out of the remote rooms immediately. Before it’s too late to save them.” 

Fifer stared at her twin. “What do you mean? What way?” And then a flood 
of realization swept over her as she thought through the fallout if she took 
Frieda out permanently. “Oh,” she said. And then: “Oooh. I see.” 

“Tve got to go help the others,” Thisbe said quietly. “Don’t die, okay? At 
least not until after we figure things out. I can’t stand to lose another sibling 
like that.” She gave Fifer’s arm a gentle squeeze and left her, rushing to aid her 
friends before they got pounded to death. Fifer’s heart tripped in her chest and 
throttled her throat as she realized what a huge moment this was. What a large 
decision she was faced with. Barely able to comprehend the severity of it, Fifer 
helped Ishibashi sit up, all the while thinking hard about what she needed to 
do next. And exactly how she'd go about doing it. But could she actually defy 
her inner goodness and go through with it? Either way, this moment would be 
life changing. For better... or worse. 





A Fatal Mistake 


Fifer took an extra moment to care for Ishibashi under the cover of the 
staircase after hed so valiantly stepped in front of two heart attack 
components meant for Fifer. All the while she frantically tried to plan her 
next move and attempted to not think about how her actions this evening 
would impact her life forever, no matter what she chose to do. As she helped 
the old scientist take a drink from his canteen and held his shaky hand, she 
thought back to the books she’d read over and over again when she was a child 
—the books Lani had written about the battles she and Alex and the older 
generation had experienced. Lani was one of Fifer’s heroes, and she'd done 
some pretty brave and dangerous things. Things she'd performed selflessly and 
hadn't take credit for, like secretly helping to end the very first war in Artime. 

Sky was also someone Fifer admired, and if it hadn’t been for her, Artime 
might still be lost after the first time a head mage died. She’d helped Alex 
figure out how to bring the magical world back. And then there were Kaylee, 
and Alex, and Aaron... and Thisbe, for that matter. All heroes in different 
ways. They'd done incredible things. Made unbelievable sacrifices. Risked their 


lives for the sake of Artimé and its people. And... sometimes they'd taken 
someone’s life in order to do it. 

But none of these Artiméans had ever purposely taken the life of a fellow 
Unwanted. There was nothing to compare this moment to. Nothing to help 
Fifer come to terms with it, other than knowing Thisbe was for it. But Thisbe 
had more evil inside her than Fifer did, apparently. Fifer wrung her hands and 
peered out at the roofline. 

Not to mention Frieda Stubbs wasn’t exactly easy to target. She was 
invisible. She was most likely using invisibility paintbrushes to stay hidden up 
there on the wall. And probably moving around whenever Simber got too 
close. How was Fifer going to locate her? She wasn’t sure, but she was going to 
use her best instincts to figure it out. 

Ishibashi noticed the torment on Fifer’s face. He put his other shaking 
hand on top of hers. “Is it a very difficult decision for you?” he asked. 

Fifer gulped and nodded. “Yes. It’s terrible.” 

“Your compassion is one of your many strengths, Fifer Stowe. You will 
know what to do when the time comes.” 

“Thank you, Ishibashi-san,” Fifer whispered. Her eyes welled up. “I hope 
you are right.” 

“The older I get, the more right I am,” said Ishibashi with a glint in his eye. 

Fifer pressed her lips into a small smile. There was always something 
wonderful to be learned from the grandfathers. And though she still hadn't 
made a decision about what to do, she felt a little better about being able to 
make it if the time came. 

Through the windows Fifer could hear a few dissenters in the cage outside, 
catcalling and chanting Frieda’s name as Simber flew around above the 
mansion. And she could see the dragons circling the pen, keeping order. But 
the dissenters were getting restless. Fifer needed to make a move. Draw Frieda 
out so they could do something. With instinct guiding her, Fifer gave 
Ishibashi’s hand a final squeeze. She stepped out from under the stairs and 
held her hands out, empty and visible. “Hey, Frieda! You nearly killed someone 
who doesn’t even live here!” she called out. “How does that feel?” 

“Ishibashi is a fraud!” Frieda called back. Her voice seemed to be coming 
from a totally different place now than it had been before. When Frieda 
spoke, the dissenters heard her and became louder. Fifer wasn’t sure if they 
were encouraging Frieda or if they were angry with her, but they were being 


rambunctious enough that the dragons breathed a spurt of fire in through the 
doorway to help control them. Screams rose and died down, and Florence 
barked out a warning. Fifer cringed. She stole another glance out the window 
into the darkness, seeing that one wall of the makeshift corral was tipping 
precariously outward. Gorgrun was on the ground pushing it back in place 
with his head. 

A single scatterclip whizzed past Fifer’s ear in that distracted moment. “Die 
a thousand deaths!” Frieda cried, a bit too late to be effective. Fifer startled 
and realized that Frieda had tried to kill her for the third time. She wasn’t 
hesitating. 

“Nice try,” Fifer said snidely after the clip harmlessly skittered across the 
floor. “Tm glad you're so terrible at magic. Did you run out of sledgehammers?” 

“At least I still have other components!” said Frieda. Again, her voice 
seemed to be coming from a slightly different place. Fifer peered toward the 
spot, knowing that eventually the woman would run out of invisibility 
paintbrushes. Simber turned sharply in the air toward the head mage’s voice. 
He swept along the wall, nice and low, trying to catch her or anyone who 
might be sitting on the top of it. But there was a scrambling sound that Fifer 
could just barely hear above the noises happening on the lawn, and a few 
pebbles and bits of silt filtered down in the front west corner of the mansion. 
Fifer turned carefully, catching Simber’s eye and pretending she could see 
Frieda. 

“Do you have her in your sights too, Simber?” Fifer called out. 

“I do now,” Simber said, playing along. 

“You are a terrible liar, traitor!” shouted Frieda. More silt filtered down, 
this time from above the mansion’s main doorway. “Everyone knows you are 
putting Artimé in danger. You won't survive this.” 

“You can surrender if you like,” Fifer said calmly. “Or I can freeze you from 
here, and you'll probably fall to the ground and break into a thousand pieces. 
It’s up to you.” 

“You're out of components!” Frieda cackled. “I hardly think you should be 
threatening me. A freeze spell? That’s your answer? Weak.” 

There was another scraping sound, and then a flash of color. A tiny swath 
of Frieda’s robe was in plain sight. Her invisibility spell was wearing off. 

Fifer glanced at Simber, giving him a warning look, and he circled, 
pretending he hadn't seen it. 


“Simber, you don’t deserve to be the head mage’s right-hand cheetah!” 
Frieda shouted angrily. She threw a handful of heart attack spells at the statue, 
but they didn’t hurt him in the least. “You abandoned me. You turned away 
from the head mage. How could you fail so badly? What kind of servant are 
you?” 

“The worrrst kind,” said Simber, dolefully playing his part. “Apparrrently.” 

Fifer breathed a sigh of relief—Simber was nobody’s servant, and he was 
smart enough not to take the bait. But she knew Frieda’s words must have hurt 
him deeply. “Simber’s on the side of Artimé. We all are. All but you.” 

“What are you talking about, you silly little pirate child?” said Frieda with a 
laugh, but there was an edge to her voice. “You and your siblings brought the 
Revinir in sight of Artimé, ready to attack us with her dragons. This threat is 
all your fault, and I have the majority of the people on my side in agreement! 
Listen to them all rioting because of the way I’ve been treated!” 

Fifer kept her expression stony and lifted her chin slightly, feeling a small 
surge of confidence. There was no rioting, only a few people shouting. She 
ignored the woman's name-calling. She could tell she'd gotten under Frieda’s 
skin. And now, whether the head mage knew it or not, Fifer could make out 
the shape of her robe. If Frieda wouldn’t surrender, it was almost time to make 
a move. Fear leaped into Fifer’s throat, but she swallowed it back down. 

Fifer knew she had to be cautious. Frieda had mistakenly assumed she was 
out of components, which was what Fifer had wanted her to think. But Fifer 
wasn't sure if Frieda had many left, so she did some calculations in her head. 
The woman must have filled her pockets with sledgehammer components in 
order to release so many. Was she out of components? But then there was the 
head mage robe, which had pockets too. She could carry a lot of ammunition. 
Could Frieda have burned through all the components in her vest and the 
robe? It was hard to say, since Fifer hadn’t seen the sledgehammer component 
before and didn’t know its size in component form. 

She recalled what Thisbe had whispered to her a few moments ago, about 
people like Frieda accusing their enemies of the very crimes they’d committed. 
Did that work for the situations they were in, too? Was Frieda accusing Fifer 
of being out of components because that was Frieda’s way of foolishly telling 
Fifer that she was the one who was out? Fifer couldn’t possibly know. But she 
didn’t want to waste this opportunity. Who knew what would happen when 


Frieda discovered she was visible now. Fifer stepped out farther from behind 
the broken bannister, being careful not to reach for any components. 

Simber saw her empty hands and growled a warning, but Fifer pretended 
not to hear him. 

“Climb down, Frieda,” Fifer said. “Let’s talk this through. I'm sure we can 
come together and figure out a way to end this standoff and free our friends 
from the remote rooms. Maybe you didn’t intend to put them in such danger 
—if not, let’s figure it out.” 

“Let them die there,” said Frieda coldly, almost fully visible now but still 
not realizing it. “Then all I have to get rid of is your sister and you, and Artimé 
will be at peace again.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out another 
scatterclip, turning it in front of her and letting the metal glint in the 
mansion light. 

“You want all of those people in the remote rooms to die?” said Fifer loudly, 
hoping the penned prisoners were hearing all of this. “Are you really okay with 
that many deaths on your hands? I’m not sure the people of Artimé want that. 
Those trapped people are our most skilled fighters! They’re our friends and 
relatives. Theyre the ones who have made sacrifices to save Artime time and 
time again while people like you get to hide in your rooms. Without them, 
Artime is vulnerable... especially if the Revinir comes back.” 

“You don’t know what you're talking about,” Frieda said. “The Revinir is 
afraid of me. And if I get rid of you, she won't have any reason to come back.” 

“Maybe,” said Fifer. “Or maybe she was afraid of you when she knew you 
had a notoriously powerful group of fighters behind you. Remember, she’s 
fought us before, and we beat her. Who knows what she'll think when she gets 
word that you've left your best fighters to die. She’s more power hungry than 
you. If you think she’s not going to come back to take over this island, you're 
dead wrong.” 

“Be quiet,” Frieda said, her voice pitching upward. “You're a bore. Boring, 
screeching Fifer. That’s my name for you.” She pinched the scatterclip and held 
it up. 

Fifer refrained from rolling her eyes at the ridiculous woman. Instead, 
seeing the move, she glanced at Simber and gave a slight hand signal. The cat 
blinked in response. 

Without another word, Frieda wound up and threw the single scatterclip 
hard at Fifer, shouting the verbal component correctly this time. “Die a 
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thousand deaths 

On cue, Simber dove in front of it. It struck his side and bounced off, 
doing him no harm but shielding Fifer from the deadly hit and giving her a 
chance to aim with a weapon of her own. Simber swooped up and out over the 
wall. 

Just as swiftly, Fifer raised her hand, needing no component for her plan. “I 
have a name for you, too,” she said. She grimaced, her heart heavy and 
thumping wildly, and pointed firmly at Frieda Stubbs. As the woman gasped 
in anger and reached for another clip, Fifer shouted a phrase that hadn’t been 
uttered in many years, first used by none other than her hero, Lani Haluki. 
“Evermore nevermore!” The power left her fingertips. Fifer ran straight for the 
nearest window and dove out of it. 

The spell hit the head mage. She froze, shocked. A second later she slumped 
over. Her body deflated like a balloon. Soon all that was left of her was a flat 
rubber shape that slid and fell backward off the wall. Her head mage robe 
slipped off and caught the wind. It floated down to the beach. In that instant, 
everything in Artimé went black. And everyone who remained in every part of 
the mansion was flung together into the gray shack, all squashed on top of one 
another. 





Regrouping 


Fifer rolled to a stop on the hard ground where the lawn used to be. She 
scrambled to her feet and turned to see that the mansion was gone. An old, 
roofless gray shack stood in its place. 

Shouts rose up from inside it as people fought to get out. More yelling 
came from the corral, for the mansion roof that had covered the dissenters had 
turned into the much smaller roof of the gray shack and had fallen in on top 
of everybody, trapping them under its weight. The pen’s log walls disappeared 
in a puff of smoke, for even the jungle trees were magical and had disappeared, 
with every vine and root going with them. 

Nearby, Florence froze in place. And Simber, in mid-flight, came crashing 
down. He bounced and skidded on the harsh cement for twenty yards toward 
Quill, coming to a stop at the startled dragons’ feet. 

The sudden loss of the magical world caused terrible confusion, and people 
everywhere, covered in splinters of lumber and pieces of shingles or trapped 
beneath the roof, were certain they were close to death. Gorgrun and Quince 
rose up in confusion and began flying around in circles overhead, unsure what 
was happening but wanting to stay off the ground in case that disappeared 
too. 


Fifer crouched in place and covered her head to protect it. When 
everything stopped changing or moving, she rose, shocked and bewildered by 
what she'd just done. She'd killed Frieda Stubbs. Ended a life—an Unwanted’s 
life. The thought was horrifying. Fifer could hardly make sense of it. 

The noise and confusion made everything worse. Fifer had never seen the 
magical world disappear before; she’d only read and heard about it. 

“Thank the gods it’s still daylight,” someone nearby murmured, limping 
around bloodied and dazed. “This would be so much worse in the dead of 
night.” 

Fifer couldn’t process any of it. A voice churned in her head. You killed an 
Unwanted. It made her sick. The satisfaction of doing something right was 
easily drowned out by the horror of doing something wrong. And now 
everything was complicated and overwhelming—what was Fifer supposed to 
do? She had to act before this scene got even further out of hand. After a 
second to gather her wits, she remembered the robe, which they'd need to 
restore the world. Fifer whirled around and located Florence, then went 
straight to the frozen statue and, in spite of her shaking limbs, climbed up on 
her back. She moved Florence’s arrows aside, then shoved her arm deep down 
into Florence’s quiver and pulled out the robe. She jumped to the ground and 
returned to the gray shack, searching the faces of the walking wounded as she 
went, desperate to see Aaron. 

People were coming out of the doors and climbing through windows. “Is 
everyone okay?” Fifer called out. “Aaron! Is Aaron in there? Sky? Thisbe? 
Kaylee?” Her voice hitched with a sob. “Seth! Where are you?” Now that 
Frieda Stubbs was no longer, Fifer felt all the emotions and stress of her 
friends’ capture, combined with the fear and doubt of making the decision to 
take down Frieda Stubbs, come to the surface and let loose. She started 
shivering. “Ishibashi! Are you in there?” 

In addition to Fifer’s indecision about what to do with Frieda had been 
deep worry that her dearest ones might not survive being trapped. Or that the 
dissenters had used permanent spells on them. If they were alive, would they 
be injured? Wondering how these next moments would play out was 
paralyzing Fifer. And where was Thisbe? What if she wasn’t okay? That 
thought sickened her more than ever. Their relationship had been in such a 


bad place. This couldn't be the way it ended. 


“Thisbe!” Fifer screamed. “Aaron!” She stumbled to another window and 
spotted Rohan working to help people out of it. Then Fifer spied a few of the 
black-eyed fighters and Maiven, limping out of the shack’s back door. “Thank 
goodness,” Fifer breathed. It was a relief to see them—they’d been the ones 
Thisbe was tending to in the classrooms and kitchen. Then Fifer spied Sky and 
Ishibashi coming out the door together looking shaken but safe. She saw 
Kaylee climbing up and over the wall of the roofless shack and down the 
outside while simultaneously calling out the same names that Fifer was 
shouting. Fifer ran over to her. “Have you seen anyone from the remote 
rooms?” 

“Not yet.” Kaylee gripped Fifer’s hand. “I’m so scared. What if—” 

But Fifer gasped and pointed. Carina was exiting a window, and Seth was 
right behind. Fifer gripped Kaylee’s shoulder. “They’re going to be okay. They 
have to be.” 

“Go help Seth and Carina,” said Kaylee. “I'll keep calling for Aaron.” 

Fifer nodded, feeling slightly more grounded now that her friends were 
surfacing. She ran over to Seth and threw her arms around him in a rare 
embrace. “I’m so glad you're okay.” She searched his face. “Where were you? 
Was Aaron with you?” 

“The lounge. We thought Aaron was with you,” said Seth, wiping a trail of 
blood from a cut on his forehead. “What happened? Did he do this? Where is 
he?” 

Fifer’s heart sank. She wasn’t prepared to answer that question yet. “I don’t 
know. Help me find him.” She searched the people exiting the gray shack, 
shouting, “Aaron! Thisbe!” 

“Fifer?” Thisbe called out. 

“Thisbe!” cried Fifer. She couldn’t see her twin, but hearing her lifted her 
heavy heart. “Are you okay?” 

“Tm fine. Did you find Aaron?” 

“Not yet!” Finding Thisbe was one big worry to cross off the list. The 
confusion was becoming more manageable. “Aaron!” 

“He’s over here!” cried a different voice. 

“Ms. Octavia?” said Fifer. She hopped up, trying to see over heads to find 
the short octogator. 

“Yes, it’s me!” said Ms. Octavia. “Aaron’s alive. He can’t speak just yet. We 


” 


need water right away! 


Fifer hooked the robe she'd pulled from Florence’s quiver over her forearm 
and reached around her back to make sure she still had her canteen, then 
started toward them. Ms. Octavia was trying to help Aaron out of one of the 
windows. He looked weak and was squinting in the afternoon light. Fifer 
grabbed his legs and assisted in getting him to an open space while Ms. 
Octavia turned to give Samheed and Clementi a hand. “Tve got water,” Fifer 
said breathlessly. She stripped the canteen off her shoulder strap and thrust it 
at Aaron. 

He took it with shaking hands and swallowed some down. When Samheed 
arrived, Aaron passed it to him. Samheed drank gratefully and handed it off to 
Clementi when she collapsed next to them. 

Fifer looked toward the area where she’d last seen Kaylee and called out to 
her, then beckoned her to come. Aaron returned Fifer’s empty canteen, and 
Fifer remembered the extra canteens she’d left in the hammock. She called for 
her birds, hoping they'd safely flown out the top of the mansion before it 
turned into the gray shack. As Kaylee arrived and reunited with Aaron and 
the others, the birds fluttered down with the hammock. Fifer began passing 
around more water to the ones who needed it. 

After a few moments, the last stragglers inside the shack made their way 
out. With the urgency lessening and things calming down, Fifer could feel her 
body start to shake again, as if it needed a turn to break down too. Thoughts 
of what she’d done to cause this haunted her, but she tried to push them aside. 
She took a few breaths. Hot tears pricked her eyes and threatened to spill over. 
Still shaking, she stepped away from the others for a moment to compose 
herself. The voice inside her head returned and kept reminding her You killed 
an Unwanted. 

“I saved a lot of people,” she whispered, trying to drown out the other 
voice. But it persisted. Fifer looked around at the devastated property and felt 
a heaviness she’d never known before. This place felt toxic in its current state, 
and she'd caused it by killing the head mage. “It’s too much,” Fifer murmured, 
clutching the robe against her chest. Then: “Get a hold of yourself” 

Once things were restored to normal, Fifer knew she'd need someone to 
talk to who would support her and tell her she did the right thing. She looked 
for Thisbe, who was instructing the ghost dragons to lift the roof off the 
dissenters. If only the two were close again, Fifer could talk to her. She’d be 
the one who'd understand more than anyone. But things were too precarious 


right now, and there was no time to patch them up. Fifer blinked hard and 
turned away. Maybe the others were ready to restore the world so they could 
move on from this. 

The people of Artime had never been so prepared to bring things back to 
normal. They had the robe. They knew the spell. And everybody was out of the 
gray shack. Fifer returned to Aaron and her other friends to see how they were 
faring and gauge their readiness to take the next step. 

Thisbe and Rohan arrived right after her, and before Fifer could say 
anything, Thisbe immediately started giving a report about the state of the 
dissenters, whom Fifer had hardly thought about until now. “There are some 
people with serious injuries under that roof,” said Thisbe. “I told the dragons 
to move the roof onto the shack. We want to do that before we restore the 
world, right? Or else it would crush the people under it when it turns back 
into the mansion roof.” 

“Yes, exactly,” said Aaron, still seated on the ground and looking dazed and 
disheveled. “Definitely put the roof back on before restoring the world so irll 
transform with the rest of the mansion.” His voice was gritty, and his normally 
clean-shaven face wore a thick stubbly growth. 

“But won't the dissenters escape?” Fifer squinted at the people, many of 
whom were in no shape to run away. “Without Florence and Simber they are 
basically unattended right now. I don’t want them getting away.” 

“We thought of that,” Thisbe said coolly. “The dragons are handling it.” 

“Our people will help as well,” offered Rohan. 

“Great,” said Aaron, closing his eyes. 

The voice crept back into Fifer’s head. Sure, she'd saved these people. But 
others had been hurt in the process. Had killing Frieda really been the only 
way to get the people out of the remote rooms? Had Fifer exhausted all other 
options? Couldn't they have tried once more to get the secret hallway door to 
work? Fifer pushed the voice away and watched Thisbe organize the other 
black-eyed children. They surrounded the dissenters, breathing warning blasts 
of fire at the ones who were trying to leave the area and letting the people 
know they meant business. Thisbe had arrived with an impressive team on 
dragons, and it was thanks to them that Fifer and the others were able to 
control the situation now. Thisbe had really become a strong and smart leader, 
and Fifer hadn’t realized it until now. There was so much she didn’t know 
about her twin. It made them feel even more distant. 


Gorgrun and Quince placed the roof on top of the gray shack. Then the 
dragons returned to the ground and surrounded the dissenters with their 
bodies. Most of the dissenters were too dazed or injured to do anything, but a 
few of them, like Frieda’s right-hand man, were yelling horrendous things in 
protest. Nevertheless, Thisbe and Rohan began assessing the injuries, and soon 
Fifer spotted Henry, Thatcher, and Carina heading over there to help. 

Fifer turned and saw that Sean had found Ava and Lukas. Quince helped 
them down, and Sean hugged the two tightly and listened to the story of their 
adventure on the ghost dragon’s back. Fifer swallowed hard. Reuniting Ava 
and Lukas with their parents—Fifer had made that happen. That was worth 
something, wasn’t it? 

Feeling numb, Fifer looked away and tuned in to the conversation around 
her. Claire Morning and Gunnar Haluki had found Aaron and the rest. They 
exchanged quick explanations of which rooms they'd been in this whole time. 

When Thisbe and Rohan returned, Fifer shook the wrinkles out of the robe 
and held it up by the collar, then draped it loosely over her arm. She glanced 
at Aaron. “Whenever you feel up to it... I think everything is in place now that 
the roof is there.” 

Thisbe turned toward her brother. “We should hurry so Henry can get to 
the medicine.” She hesitated, then added, “I hope the inside of the mansion 
will be magically fixed too, like the tubes and staircase and everything. It was a 
real disaster in there.” 

Fifer nodded and stayed uncharacteristically quiet. 

Thisbe noticed. She glanced at Fifer and said stiffly, “You did a good job. I 
was reviving Asha and Rohan in the kitchen, but I could hear you talking to 
Frieda and... well, you did everything right.” 

Fifer blinked hard. The lump in her throat stopped her from answering. 

“Fifer, youre the one responsible for this?” Aaron asked. 

Fifer eyed her brother, unsure how to take his question. Was he mad? Or 
just surprised? Her stomach clenched. What if he was mad? “Yes,” she said 
quietly, then cleared her throat. “Simber helped. And Thisbe, obviously. And 
Ishibashi. And... well, everyone.” 

“Well done, Fifer,” said Ms. Morning. “That must have been hard. Are you 
okay?” 

Fifer wanted to say no. She wanted somebody to hug her. She wanted to 
crawl into her bed and never come back out. But she just stood still. “Yes. I'm 


okay.” 

Aaron looked up at Fifer. His lips were parched and peeling. “We didn’t 
have much longer in there, if you know what I mean,” he said earnestly. 
“Octavia was working hard on a 3-D window, but it kept going wrong. We 
were getting desperate for water. I kept fainting. If another day had passed, we 
might not have survived.” He paused. “I know what you did was probably hard 
for you. But however it happened, it was the right thing.” 

Fifer’s chin quivered and sobs threatened, but she held them back. “Thanks. 
I—um. Thank you.” She held out the robe to him once more. “Are you ready?” 

Kaylee stepped in. “Oh, no thank you,” she said, taking Aaron’s hands in 
hers so he couldn't accept it. “He’s just fine without it.” 

Aaron gave a weary laugh and looked sideways at his wife. “Kaylee’s right. 
No thanks. You're going to have to find a new head mage.” 

Fifer and Thisbe both stared. “You won't do it?” Thisbe asked. 

“No way.” 

“Ms. Morning, then?” said Thisbe. 

“Not me either, I’m afraid,” said Claire. “My life is in Quill. There’s got to be 
a better choice. Someone who is actually passionate about being head mage.” 

“How about Lani?” asked Fifer uncertainly. There had been a time when 
she'd wanted the job. Fifer squinted and looked around for the woman who'd 
inspired her actions that day. 

“Again, no,” said Claire. “Lani and I actually talked about it in the lounge 
while we were stuck in there. She told me that her time for that had passed, 
and she wasn’t interested. She has a lot more on her agenda that she wants to 
accomplish, which wouldnt give her time for running things around here. So I 
think it’s clear what that means.” 

Aaron nodded and looked at the twins. “Maybe it’s time for one of you,” he 
said. 

The girls stiffened. “One of us?” echoed Thisbe. Her eyes widened as she 
imagined the prestigious job. Head mage of Artimé. Would she want to step 
into that role? Right now when everything crazy was happening in the land of 
the dragons? It was definitely tempting. 

“But...,” said Fifer. “We just, um, ended the career of the last head mage.” 

“You did, you mean,” Thisbe pointed out. 

“And that would put you in some danger,” Claire warned. “There are a lot 
of changes that have to happen in Artimé. It’s going to be a rocky time for a 


while, I’m afraid.” 

Immediately Thisbe’s face grew worried—for herself and for her sister. No 
matter how mad she was, she didn’t want Fifer to be in danger. They'd already 
had one head mage sibling die. It was hard to think of either of them taking 
over and being that vulnerable. Plus, for Thisbe, there was the Revinir to think 
about. And the dragon-woman had threatened to go after Fifer, too. No doubt 
she'd be returning sooner or later with her dragons. Fifer would be target 
number one on this island if she were the head mage. Thisbe frowned. Should 
she offer to become head mage in order to save her sister? She glanced at 
Rohan, who was giving her a puzzled look, as if he were wondering why she 
hadn’t immediately turned down the offer. Thisbe closed her eyes briefly. He 
was right. Thisbe couldn’t imagine doing it. She had another agenda entirely, 
and her other land was calling to her. 

Henry shouted out from the area with the dissenters. “Can you bring the 
world back, please? We need supplies and medicine!” 

Fifer felt sick thinking about being head mage. She wanted to shout “Yes!” 
to the skies. To slip her arms into the sleeves of that precious robe. But she had 
just killed someone—not just anyone, but the head mage, a former Unwanted, 
who the dissenters had supported. What would happen if Fifer said yes? 
Would the dissenters keep trying to come after her for revenge? 

Aaron looked from one twin’s face to the other, reading the signs. Thisbe 
gave a wan smile, then shook her head slightly. “I’m out. Thanks for thinking of 
me, though.” 

Sky gave Thisbe a nod. She knew that had been the right call. 

“Fifer?” Aaron nudged. 

Fifer sucked in a breath as the voice in her head returned. “J—I—what?” 

“You seem like a good fit.” 

Fifer couldn’t speak. Everything swirled in her mind. Good, bad. Good, 
bad. You killed an Unwanted. You saved your brother's life. 

Thisbe closed her eyes, a pained look crossing her face as she imagined how 
hard things would be for Fifer in this role. Wasn't there anybody else who 
would do it? 

“Why don’t you want to?” Fifer whispered, glancing at her sister. 

Thisbe hesitated. “I have other things I want to do. My work... and my 
heart... is in Grimere with our people and our land and the dragons.” She 
glanced at Rohan as heat rose to her face. 


Our people. Our lands. That included Fifer, and it gave her one more thing to 
feel strange about if she chose to do this. “But,” said Fifer weakly, “what about 
my part in the whole land of the dragons... thing?” Her voice faltered and 
betrayed the truth—that she really wasn’t very invested in the country of her 
mother’s birth. The country where her grandmother should be queen. But 
none of that mattered. In that moment she knew for sure that her heart was 
here, in Artimé, in spite of the troubles this land and its people faced going 
forward. In spite of the danger she'd certainly face. Fifer wanted to be with 
Aaron and Kaylee and Seth, and all the others who were so special to her. The 
people she'd saved by ending the reign of Frieda Stubbs. And no matter what 
accusations the voice in her head made, Artimé needed her. It might take 
some time to convince herself of that after what had happened today, but Fifer 
had done what was necessary to save the world she loved. 

Being head mage was also something Fifer had worked hard to earn, though 
she hadn’t realized it at the time. She'd fought Alex’s rules to secretly train and 
take her place as a top mage on the rescue team. And she'd stepped up and led 
the charge to find Thisbe after Alex had been killed. She'd put her grief aside 
for the sake of the quest and had commanded people twice her age. Her team 
had found her sister and Sky and Rohan and Maiven, and they'd come out of a 
second fiery battle against the Revinir without losing anybody else. That was 
Fifer’s success. Those were the battles she’d already won. When she thought of 
it that way, reuniting the people and reinstating the principles of Artimé 
didn’t seem quite as hard as before. 

Her gaze landed on the robe draped over her arm. She couldn’t look Thisbe 
in the eye as all the confusing thoughts swirled around her mind. Was it wrong 
that Fifer felt so strongly tied to Artime instead of Grimere? Should she be 
feeling bad about this in addition to her feelings about what had happened 
with Frieda? And, whether Thisbe wanted the role or not, would she make a 
better head mage than Fifer? Shed become a leader without anyone really 
noticing until now. Fifer glanced at Simber, frozen and splayed weirdly in the 
dirt, and remembered their short time working together in Grimere after Alex 
had died. Would the cheetah feel the same about Thisbe as he would about 
Fifer? 

“Fife,” Thisbe said, raising an eyebrow. “Let’s be real. We both know you 
don’t feel any particular pull from Grimere, and that’s totally okay. But,” she 


said slyly, “you could definitely be an ally as the ruler of Artimé, you know? 
Help us out a little, maybe? Once things are settled here?” 

Head mage Fifer Stowe? It was everything Fifer wanted. She loved being a 
leader. But it was frightening, too. What would she do with all the dissenters? 
That was a big dilemma. Would they rebuild the pen and jail them there 
indefinitely? How would Fifer manage this new problem, which didn’t go 
away just because Frieda Stubbs was taken down for good? Maybe Artimé 
would continue to be a world split apart, with Unwanteds fighting against one 
another. No one of sound mind would wish to inherit that. But it did spur 
Fifer on to want to fix it. 


b) 


“I just...,” said Fifer. “Ihere’s so much... and I’m not sure how people would 
accept me.” 

“You are the best person to solve all of these things,” Thisbe said, more 
earnestly than she’d spoken to Fifer in a very long time. “And you know who's 
more important than pretty much anyone, right?” 

Fifer, still staring at the robe, wore an unreadable expression. She was 
having trouble catching her breath, and she realized she'd been holding it. She 
looked up. “Who?” 

“Simber,” said Thisbe. “Simber is more important than anything. He’s the 
symbol of Artime, more than the mansion or anything or anyone else. And 
Artimė needs him to be happy, or we all end up suffering.” She paused for a 
breath, then lowered her voice. “And he wants you. He always turns to you. It’s 
so obvious you'd be his number one choice. You two get each other.” She 
studied her sister’s skeptical expression. “Let’s not let Simber down. Don’t you 
agree with me?” 

Fifer nodded. “I do,” she whispered. “Youre right. Thats part of the 
scariness, though, that it does feel so right...” She knew she had a special bond 
with Simber. Even though he’d seemed to ignore her for a time when Aaron 
was head mage, she still knew he'd loved working with her. And he'd seemed 
to focus on her again ever since they'd sprung him free from the theater. 
Almost as if he saw her as his alternative to Frieda Stubbs. As the leader of 
this fighting group. 

Sky grasped Fifer’s arm. “We all believe in you. And we'll help you with all 
the problems we're facing. Bring Artimé back.” 

“You can do it, Fifer,” said Aaron. “You've reenergized the core supporters 
of Artimé, and I know you'll be a superb leader. We'll help you if you need us. 


We'll protect you from the dangers.” He paused, and they all heard a low 
rumbling in the distance. 

“What is that?” asked Claire. 

Aaron looked toward Quill. “Right on cue,” he muttered. “It’s the people of 
Quill coming to complain. No doubt they’re annoyed to have lost their world 
too. We don’t need them muddying things up here—let’s get this world fixed 
and turn them all around so we can help the injured ones.” 

Thisbe’s earnest look didn’t waver. “So you'll do it?” 

Fifer nodded slowly. “We've already got enough of a mess in Artimeé 
without Quill barging in and being obnoxious.” Tamping down the voice in 
her head, she slipped her arms into the robe and fastened it around her neck. 
She looked up, her face aglow. “Okay, team. Let’s make this happen.” 





Restoring 


With her mind made up, Fifer walked over to the back step of the gray shack. 
She still had so many questions about how she would handle the clash 
between the dissenters and the other Unwanteds. She still had doubts and the 
constant reminder that she'd killed a human being. But she knew that things 
would only get worse the longer they had to live without the comforts and 
necessities of Artime. Being reminded that Quill was also wiped out made 
Fifer want to get things up and running. Pronto. 

She stood squarely in the correct spot. After a quick tutorial from Aaron, 
and with the friends she’d rescued standing all around her, she concentrated 
and carefully recited the spell that would bring Artimé back. She could feel 
each word deeply in her core: Imagine. Believe. Whisper. Breathe. Commence. 
Then she repeated them two more times. At the end, after a whispery moment 
in the eerie gray world, everything began to change. Colors reentered, and the 
mansion spun back into existence, with the roof in the correct place. The lawn 
reappeared and spread under everyone’s feet, and fountains sprang up in the 
usual places. The jungle sprouted and grew to maturity, and the world was 
repopulated with beavops and owlbats and rabbitkeys and platyprots and 


squirrelicorns once more. The lifeless statues stirred. 


“You did it,” Aaron whispered in Fifer’s ear. “I’m really proud of you. We'll 
talk soon about how Kaylee and I can help you. I won't leave you stranded.” 

“Thanks, Aaron,” said Fifer, hardly able to believe what was happening. 
She'd really done it. And now she was head mage of Artimé, looking at her 
magical world. Her eyes traveled to Simber, halfway across the lawn, his face 
still smashed into the ground but his hindquarters in the air now as he pushed 
himself to his feet. How would she explain things to her new number one 
companion? She started toward him. 

Simber groaned as the grass grew up around his face and tickled his nose. 
He snorted and stretched his limbs and neck, then shook the dust and dirt off. 
He lifted a paw to his chin and rubbed it, feeling the new scrapes there. “What 
the—” he said, looking around to figure out where he was and how he'd 
managed to land so ungracefully. He’d experienced this strange feeling of 
having missed something important a few times now. This time it didn’t take 
long to understand what had happened. And for once he wasn’t forced to 
experience the growing feeling of horror and dread coming over him that he’d 
lost another companion, which was a relief. “Did Fiferrr succeed? I think she 
actually did it,” he muttered to himself, remembering his final move before 
everything went blank. “I knew she could.” His heart swelled, and he looked 
around to see who had brought the world back. He wished he'd said something 
to the humans before all of this happened about who he'd have chosen if given 
options. 

Then Simber noticed Aaron alive, safe, and moving to the fountain for 
freshwater. He wasn’t wearing the robe, which was a surprise. “Then who...?” 
Simber’s gaze swept the area, anxiety growing as he saw Ol’ Tater stomping 
and splashing at the edge of the sea. The mastodon statue always came alive 
when the world was brought back. But who had restored it, if not Aaron? 
Claire, perhaps? That would be okay with him, though he knew she didn’t 
want to be the head mage. 

But what if something else had gone wrong, and the head mage was 
someone horrible? He had no idea how much time had passed. It could have 
been minutes or days. When his eyes alighted on a young woman coming 
toward him wearing the head mage’s robe, Simber blinked. And then his face 
broke into a rare, wide grin. “Well,” he said, shaking his head. “Well, well, 
well.” He almost wasn’t sure how to feel about it at first, for he didn’t know 
how the decision of who would bring back the world had come to happen. 


Were there arguments over it? It didn’t matter much, at least at the moment, 
for an overwhelming joy took root in Simber’s soul and grew. He'd seen 
something in Fifer. They'd already experienced times of true companionship. 
She'd helped convince him to free himself from his attachment to Frieda 
Stubbs. And she'd led the team to victory. Now Fifer was his new head mage 
companion. After a tumultuous year, things were finally looking up for 
Simber. 

He loped toward Fifer as she was nearing him. He could see the flush of 
success on her face and the light in her eyes. It seemed right and good. 

“Simber,” said Fifer. Merely mentioning his name almost choked her with 
emotion. This moment... this... this ching... It meant something so great and 
deep and surprising, so far beyond her own comprehension. She thought 
about all the passages shed read in which Mr. Today and Simber were 
together. And so many more about Alex and Simber. And now it was her turn. 
“I— Hello, Simber. Hi. So... this happened. Just a short time ago. Today.” She 
searched his face. “You helped. We did it together. Do you remember?” 

Simber couldn't hide his pleased look, and he didn’t really want to. But he 
said in his usual gruff voice, “You could have waited to end herrr until I'd 
landed on the grrround, you know. I think I've chipped a tooth.” 

Fifer smiled. “Just trying to keep you on your toes,” she said. The two gazed 
self-consciously at one another, a bit overcome in the moment. And then Fifer 
slipped her arms around the cheetah’s neck and stroked the scrapes on his 
chin. “Tm glad you're not too banged up. I'll get it right next time.” They both 
paused, thinking and wondering about what next time would look like, and 
Fifer realized that if next time came and Simber was transformed into a frozen 
statue, that would mean Fifer had been the one killed. “Uh,” Fifer said, editing 
her previous statement, “next time we fight an enemy together, I mean.” 

“Reright. I knew that’s what you meant.” 

“Heh. Anyway, we'll need to fix your tail and your tooth and those 
scratches on your chin.” 

“Florrrence can do it. Or Aarrron.” He hesitated. “Was everrrything all 
rrright with him?” 

Fifer nodded. “They’re all okay. And... yeah. So... this robe and I seem to be 
okay with everyone in our group... I think.” She looked at him expectantly. 

Simber let out a soft growl that was almost a purr, and Fifer knew that 


meant he was happy. They looked up as Carina approached. She congratulated 


Fifer. “I just spoke to Florence. She’s figured out it’s you.” 

“Thank you,” said Fifer. “I’m starting to realize how difficult it will be to 
reunite Artime after... everything. But I want to get it right.” She cringed as 
the voice in her head reprimanded her again, and she glanced at Florence. The 
warrior trainer was directing the dragons to keep the dissenters contained, as 
if nothing had happened. “Florence has them under control.” 

“Yes,” said Carina. “She told me to tell you to come see her when you have a 
moment. Also, OI Tater is at it again. Do you want me to send Sean over there 
to put him to sleep?” 

“TIl take care of him,” said Fifer, glancing at the beast, who was harmlessly 
splashing at the shore for the time being, thanks to one of the dragons 
swatting him with his tail when he strayed too close to people. “And then I'll 
talk to Florence.” It felt official—Florence, the great warrior, was summoning 
the new head mage to discuss the next steps. Even though Fifer had led a team 
before, this was different and strange and monumental, because Florence 
hadn’t been there. And this time it was permanent. 

“Did Kitten make it out all rrright?” Simber asked Carina. 

Carina nodded. “She and Fox have been reunited. Everyone on our team is 
tending to the injured.” 

“Simber,” said Fifer, “could you check with Kitten and find out how many 
lives she has left? I believe she lost two in this battle.” 

“Of courrrse.” 

Fifer started toward OP Tater. “TIl be right back.” She hastily left Simber 
and Carina and went down to the shore. When she was close enough for the 
mastadon to hear her, she thanked him for his help, then, with a pang of 
sympathy, sang the song that would put him to sleep. 

As before, OI Tater’s movements ceased. Fifer went up to him and touched 
his side, then concentrated and transported him magically back to his spot in 
the Museum of Large. 

Once that was taken care of, Fifer went over to Florence. A sudden feeling 
of inadequacy came over her, for she still had no idea what to do next, and she 
hoped Florence wouldn't demand any answers quite yet. But it was clear the 
dissenters needed tending to—the injuries they'd sustained were significant 
from the shack roof dropping down on them. Fifer spotted Henry, Thatcher, 
Lani, Samheed, Seth, and several others moving through the corralled group 


with medicine from the hospital ward now, trying to make the people more 
comfortable. 

Fifer was struck by the scene. A pang of emotion ran through her for her 
friends. Despite the dissenters attacking them, there was no question that 
Henry’s team would care for them when hurt. This was what Artimé was 
supposed to be like all the time. This was what Fifer wanted to bring back to 
this magical land: Love. Kindness. Peace. And a renewed appreciation for the 
reason Mr. Today had created this world in the first place. But was that 
possible after what had happened? After what Frieda had done to create the 
frenzy and after what Fifer had done to stop it? Had things gone too far to 
turn back? Some of these dissenters were responsible for destroying the tubes, 
knowing full well that people were trapped inside. Could they ever be 
forgiven? What punishment should they face? And... would they accept Fifer 
as their head mage? She knew some of them wouldn't. 

“Congratulations, Fifer,” Florence said warmly, though she held her hand 
out as a warning to the dissenters to stay in their places. “That robe looks just 
right on you.” 

“Thanks. It’s a bit too long in the sleeves, but Sky can tailor it for me later,” 
Fifer said. “How are things going here?” She lowered her voice and eyed the 
dissenters, continuing to wonder how they felt about another Stowe being the 
head mage—one that had ended the life of the leader they'd followed. Had 
they heard what had happened yet? Did they know Fifer was responsible? At 
present no one was outright challenging her. 

But the whispers among the captured ones had begun now that the world 
was restored and they saw Fifer wearing the robe. Fifer shifted uneasily, 
wondering what the people were thinking about her. Did they hate her 
because of all the lies Frieda had told them? Did they still resent her for the 
once uncontrollable magic she possessed and the danger she’d put them in for 
years just by existing? It was unfortunately likely that both were true. Fifer 
nodded primly to acknowledge the dissenters’ looks and whispers, then stood 
up straighter and lifted her chin. She was their leader now, and she wasn’t 
going to be intimidated. But standing here, looking at them in their pitiful 
state, gave Fifer an idea. She was, in fact, planning to do something that might 
surprise them. She was going to show them how a real Artiméan should 
behave. Maybe they'd learn something. 


“I think I know what we should do,” Fifer said to Florence. “We can bring 
the dissenters into the hospital ward to make it easier to treat them. By doing 
that, we'll keep them all contained in one space. We'll post guards at the exit. 
And...” she continued, thinking hard, “no one gets released without a 
thorough interview, conducted by me and others of my choosing.” 

“An interview?” asked Florence, sounding unsure. 

“Yes. We'll need to ask each one of them where their loyalties lie and what 
their intentions are going forward. Find out how they feel about what they’ve 
done.” 

Florence tapped her chin thoughtfully, waiting to hear more. “Some of 
them have done great harm,” she said. “What about them?” 

“Tm not sure yet,” Fifer admitted. “But Thisbe, being part dragon, has a new 
sense that I think will help us understand their hearts. Maybe, if she’s willing, 
she can help us decide if we can believe what the dissenters say.” 

Florence nodded. “That’s the beginning of a sound plan,” she said. “Very fair 
and kind, I think. Maybe a little too kind, but I admire that in you. I think 
even though we're in the minority, we have such a great, strong team who 
already trusts you. I feel certain they'll buy into this idea.” 

“We don’t actually have a lot of other options. What else are we supposed 
to do? Banish them?” 

“Maybe.” 

“To where? The Island of Graves to get eaten by the saber-toothed gorillas? 
Or to live in the underwater Island of Fire? None of our other island friends 
would want them.” Fifer gave a grim smile. “Besides, it’s the way things should 
be around here. Compassionate. I’m going to show them what they never 
showed Thisbe and me. Maybe we can turn this around if it’s not too late.” 

“You've always been good-hearted,” Florence said carefully. “But don’t fall 
over backward trying to make them all comfortable. They need to feel some 
shame. And some need to pay for what they’ve done.” 

Fifer nodded, but she wasn’t sure about that. What about herself? Did she 
deserve to be banished after what she’d done? She was certain some of the 
dissenters would think so. “I hear you, Florence,” Fifer said, but she was still 
conflicted. 

She took a step toward the mansion, then hesitated. She wanted 
desperately to talk to someone about everything, and Florence had always 
been there for Fifer. But now wasn’t the time to be selfish when people were in 


pain. “Thanks,” she said instead. “I'll go assign duties, then check on the 
hospital ward.” She wrinkled her nose. “I hope everything inside the mansion 
was magically restored to its usual splendor. But somehow I fear it won't be.” 

“Henry said the hospital ward is in good shape,” Florence said. “He’d made 
it small when things started to ramp up with Frieda. So hopefully if you 
extend it to its largest size, most of the things inside it will be intact.” 

“Good,” said Fifer. “Keep things under control out here. We'll talk later 
once we get everyone settled. I'll let you know when the hospital ward is ready 
for patients.” 

Fifer walked briskly to the mansion, her new robe swishing around her 
ankles. She opened the main door a crack, then cringed. She pushed the door 
farther and saw the entirety of the mansion’s enormous entryway. It was as 
she'd feared: just as destroyed as they'd left it. They’d have a lot of work to do 
on the structure and the people before things would be back to normal. It was 
clear that bringing the world of Artimé back was just the first step in a huge 
process, which was revealing itself little by little as an enormous never-ending 
task. And Fifer, finding herself in a very sticky situation, wanted desperately 
to stay focused, reestablish Artime’s policies, and show the people how things 
were going to be from now on. Somewhere in there she would have to find a 
friend she could confide in. But without Thisbe at her side, she felt isolated 
and lonely amid a sea of friends. It seemed like things were growing more 


difficult by the minute. 





Palace in Pain 


Dev wasn’t sure what to think as he and Astrid roamed the palace property, 
taking it all in. Set within a mysterious fog was the debris-covered land: 
uprooted pavers everywhere and an immense dead garden covered in spider 
webs. Rising above the fog were the palace’s towers, the largest in the center of 
a covered courtyard and one at each of four corners surrounding it. All of the 
towers were topped with weather-beaten bulbs like enormous onions, and all 
but the middle one had cracked and split. Two of the bulbs had fallen into 
such disrepair that they were in pieces that hung down like petals, revealing 
glimpses of ruined interiors. The whole property was an old, decaying mess. 

It had been completely abandoned, or so it seemed. From the looks of it, 
nobody had lived here in a long time. The correct shapes were there to match 
the image in Dev’s head, but the palace was otherwise hardly recognizable 
from the glorious purple, orange, and gold image that had danced around the 
edges of Dev’s mind ever since hed taken in the ancestor broth. All the 
splendor had drained out. 

“I keep wondering what happened here,” he said softly, overwhelmed with 
disappointment. He berated himself for getting his hopes up so high. He never 


used to do that. Turning to his ghost dragon companion, he asked, “Do you 
remember what went on to cause this?” 

Astrid sat on her haunches. The low part of her ethereal body blended in 
with the fog. Her neck curved around and downward, as if she were bowing to 
this mess. “Seeing it like this brings back the memory of those terrible days,” 
she said slowly. “Td forgotten them for a blissful little while.” She paused, then 
added, “Sometimes forgetting is nicer than remembering.” 

“What days?” Dev pressed. “Are you saying you know what caused this? You 
must tell me!” He was somehow devastated by the deterioration of this strange 
place, even though he had no memory or connection to it other than the 
image and his expectations. But he felt a strong tug at his heart when looking 
at the palace and property. This place was connected to him somehow. He'd 
never felt anything like this before. “I’m almost certain my ancestors died 
here,” he blurted out. 

He didn’t know what had prompted him to say it. He’d been a slave in the 
castle Grimere his entire life and had never known his parents. He’d spent his 
years as a companion and whipping boy for Princess Shanti for as long as his 
memory served him. He’d known zero information about his mother and 
father, much less anyone else in his familial line who would have been alive 
when this place was destroyed. All he’d had were his black eyes to give him a 
clue. Until now. 

There had been an image of a gray man in his mind too. Hunched over a 
small desk, his white-and-charcoal beard hanging down. Deep wrinkles in his 
gray-brown face. Ashes were sprinkled over his gray robe. Before this moment, 
Dev hadn’t focused on that image—the man was so gray and boring. Besides, 
Dev had no idea who he was. He’d chosen instead to dwell on the beautiful 
palace. But now the gray man came forward in his mind. Who was he? Why 
didn’t Dev have any memory of him, either? 

There was something inside him that was stronger than his memory, 
though. Something about that ancestor broth was trying to nudge him toward 
information about his family, and Dev desperately wanted to learn it. It was as 
if he needed something to grasp. Something to hold on to. Like his entire life 
had become literal when the Revinir had told him nobody cared about him 
and then tossed him out the window. Falling, falling, with no purpose and no 


good end. 


He hadn't realized it until recently. His whole life he’d gone about his daily 
tasks, working and suffering and hoping for a hot meal and some water once a 
day or so. There was nothing else to it other than looking on as the princess 
experienced the good life. 

It had seemed like enough. It had been easy, back then, to ignore the tiny 
thoughts that something wasn’t quite right. That life could be different. Better. 
That he didn’t deserve what he’d been dealt. But ever since Fifer had said so 
bluntly that Shanti hadn't been a good friend to him, Dev had been dying a 
little inside. He’d denied it over and over, in his dreams and his work and his 
precious quiet moments before drifting off to sleep. But Fifer’s words pounded 
louder and louder in his ears, like the sound of an approaching horse that had 
been spooked. 

Dev realized and acknowledged that Fifer’s statement was true. Shanti, the 
only family Dev had ever known, hadn't thought of him as a brother. Dev was 
her slave. The one she called on when she wanted something. The one who was 
punished for her wrongdoings. The one constantly scrambling to hang on to 
the security of a terrible life, because the alternative could be worse. 

He felt so stupid about it now that the truth about Shanti had been 
revealed. But how was he to have known? Hed never experienced life 
differently until meeting the people from Artimé. Fifer and the rescue team 
had taken him in. And before that, Thisbe in the catacombs. Despite that she’d 
left him to rot with the Revinir, she’d taught him so much. He’d never felt true 
kindness from anyone until Thisbe had wrapped her arms around his sobbing 
shoulders in the catacombs kitchen. And then... he’d never felt comradeship, 
true brotherly companionship, until Drock the dark purple dragon had told 
him they were alike. And that he was worth saving. 

Now, with the images of the palace and the gray man so present in his 
mind, Dev felt a connection to this place like he’d never felt anywhere in his 
life. It was so strong it made him ache. Tears from the pain of it—the pain of 
being alive yet feeling dead for his entire fourteen years—sprang to his eyes. 
He felt the ache build and wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to push it away. 

Eventually he realized Astrid hadn’t answered his questions. She was 
continuing to stare at the palace, lost in her memories. “What happened here, 
Astrid?” he asked again, more gently now that he saw the pain in her eyes. 
“Will you tell me?” 


Astrid glanced at Dev, mildly startled to be reminded that he was there. 
Then she stood and took a few steps into the covered courtyard, the ceiling of 
which was the sagging second floor of the palace that connected the four 
corner towers. “Even the gold is gone,” she said. “I suppose it was only a matter 
of time.” 

She was right. The bulbs at the top of the towers had been stripped of the 
gold that had plated them. The warm, bright colors had muddied, faded, and 
peeled off, and heavy mold grew in patches on the stately facade. 

“Do you think someone stole the gold?” Dev asked. That made the most 
sense to a person like him. He might have tried the same thing, had he known 
about it and possessed the proper tools to extract it. 

“Likely. Pirates, I suppose.” 

“The Revinir has gold,” said Dev suspiciously. “A lot of it.” 

Astrid shook her head. “I doubt it was her. She’s only been around for a 
short time. I expect this happened sometime after the war. It’s been... many 
years.” 

“Forty, I think. Will you tell me about it, please?” Dev asked for the third 
time. He could see she was working hard to come up with the details. 

Astrid kept walking slowly toward the center turret, like she was trying to 
identify the different parts of the property that she remembered from long 
ago. “It’s been so long since we spent any time around here. Since the meteors 
hit. Forty years wandering around in the cavelands, waiting,” she said. “I 
almost can’t believe it’s been that long.” 

“Waiting... to die?” asked Dev. 

“Waiting to die,” Astrid confirmed. 

There was silence for a moment. Astrid peeked inside a broken window in 
the tower and sniffed. Then she began a longer answer to Dev’s question. 

“Once upon a time,” she said, “two black-eyed families and a council of 
dragons ruled this land in peace and abundance, and everything was good.” 





Astrid Remembers 


The Taveer family ruled in Grimere,” said Astrid. “Maiven Taveer was the 
queen and commander of the army there, and a smart army they were. Precise 
and beautiful and full of life—oh, my dear boy, you should have seen them 
shine with pride as they marched the road to the square. The leading dragons 
in formation along with them. I can still picture it. And Maiven—Id forgotten 
about her until we arrived here. What a noble queen! But I’m afraid she’s been 
dead for many years. No one has seen her since the uprising.” 

“She’s alive,” Dev said breathlessly. He felt a rush of joy to bring such news 
to the dragon. “She was in the dungeon of the castle all this time! I fed her 
with my own hand. And now I believe—at least, I think—she has escaped. 
There was a fire in the castle recently, you see, though I don’t remember it 
because the Revinir had most of us black-eyed children under her mind 
control. But Thisbe—she told me a few things about what happened.” 

“That's incredible news about the queen,” said Astrid, though she sounded a 
little like she didn’t believe it. “If true, perhaps something good will come of 
it.” She stopped abruptly and turned to look at Dev. “How many of you are 


there? Enough for an army? And how many dragons in Grimere at present, 
not counting the ghost variety?” 

Dev wasn’t sure. “Seven or eight children, I think, plus Maiven. And Thisbe 
and Fifer. And, um... there’s one good dragon we can count on.” He frowned. 
“Probably.” 

Astrid turned her head and blew a breath of fire, clearing the fog from the 
courtyard. “That’s not many,” she said. 

“It’s a very small army,” agreed Dev, almost apologetically. “Though—” His 
face clouded. “The others have left. It’s only me still here in the land of the 
dragons. So I guess that would be one dragon... and one human.” He dropped 
his chin. “That’s not really any, when you come to think of it.” 

Astrid didn’t answer right away. Instead she started walking again, circling 
the center tower and looking around. The courtyard appeared to have been an 
open-air living and dining space with a fireplace and a clay kitchen that had 
been stripped of everything valuable. The ceiling of the courtyard was the base 
of the second floor, stretching to all four corner turrets around the center one. 
There were more floors above it, but they were in terrible shape. Some had 
collapsed, but the second floor seemed to be holding up all right, other than 
bowing a bit. 

Dev noticed that each tower was its own enormous, tall home with a 
separate doorless entrance. While Astrid took a break to think some more, 
Dev looked inside each of them. The metal-and-stone staircases in three of the 
towers seemed to be the most solid and unharmed parts of the property. But 
the two towers with bulbs that had split were unclimbable due to the large 
pieces of debris that had fallen inward and blocked the way. 

Dev and Astrid met back in the center of the courtyard and went up to the 
large tower. The huge, arched doorway had been stripped of its door, and the 
space was open for anyone to enter. When Astrid ducked her head inside, a 
family of foxes with young kits skittered out from under the staircase and ran 
toward the overgrown bushes to the south. 

Astrid backed out of the doorway so Dev could see inside. The stone spiral 
staircase was built off to one side. “I believe Ashguard lived in this one,” Astrid 
said. Then suddenly she poked her snout through a second-floor window to 
look down at Dev. “It’s not nothing.” 

“What isn’t, please?” asked Dev, poised on the first step. 

“One dragon and one human. It’s not nothing. It’s something.” 


“Oh.” Dev felt his face grow hot. “Well, yes, I suppose so.” He didn’t 
elaborate on the fact that there was literally nothing he and Drock could do to 
stop the Revinir. “Thank you,” he added, then chided himself for thanking the 
dragon for calling him “not nothing.” He knew he was something. It was just 
hard to remember that sometimes. 

Dev climbed a few steps in the dark entryway and peered up the spiral. The 
tower was lit only by sunshine coming through filthy panes of glass high above 
him. He could see long cobwebs hanging down, like something had broken 
through them. “Would you like to tell me what happened forty years ago?” he 
asked Astrid. 

“Oh, yes.” She paused. “The meteors, of course. There were two of them that 
I saw. Others say more, but they must have landed far away, because I didn’t 
see or feel them hit. One after another those two came, slamming into the 
ground between here and Grimere. They formed the crater lake near 
Dragonsmarche. You've seen that, haven’t you? The impact cracked the earth 
and caused a big leak—water and fire came spurting up around the meteors to 
form the lake. And that volcano grew quickly.” 

“Yes, Pve seen it,” answered Dev, climbing slowly and stopping at the 
second floor, finding it in appalling shape. He leaned out the window. “So 
both meteors hit in the same place? That explains why no one could say where 
the second one hit. They stacked up.” Hed heard rumors about the meteors 
when he worked at the palace. People had said the impact caused their world 
to split off from the world of the Seven Islands, where Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth 
lived. They had a volcano there, too—perhaps that had come from one of the 
other meteorites that people had seen. 

“Yes,” said Astrid. “The ground rumbled and groaned for hours. And it 
cracked somewhere beyond the castle, deep down under the sea where the 
rock was weaker. After a day or two, it gave way and split our world in half.” 

Dev nodded. Thats what hed heard. He went back down the steps, then 
exited into the courtyard. “But that didn’t cause this, did it? Wasnt there some 
fighting? How did this happen?” 

Astrid sniffed the air for a few moments, looking puzzled, then sniffed the 
ground near Dev’s feet. “There was an uprising,” she said when she was done. 
“A group of rogue soldiers who'd wanted to take charge and oust the black- 
eyed ruling families. They'd been building their faction for years, I think. 
Slowly but steadily. They never would have been able to succeed if it hadn’t 


been for the meteors and the earthquake. People thought it was the end of the 
world. And the sea... It bottomed out and left that big gaping chasm, with the 
castle barely on the stable edge of it. The queen’s ships were lost, falling 
forever.” 

The idea of that was unfathomable. “So this group of usurpers saw the 
people’s panic as an opportunity?” Dev knew full well who'd led them. It was 
the king, Shanti’s father. And he definitely wouldn't have called himself a 
usurper. His version of the story was very different from Astrid’s. And even 
though the dragon’s memory was faulty, Dev believed her over the king. 

“Yes,” said Astrid, who was finally finding momentum in telling the story 
now. “Immediately after the meteors hit, the rogue soldiers captured several 
black-eyed children and forced them—by threatening their parents’ lives—to 
kidnap their friend Nadia, the queen’s daughter. The children obeyed, and the 
usurpers sold the young princess to pirates for a ridiculously large sum, which 
sent the black-eyed royalty into a tailspin. We believe the pirates escaped with 
Nadia to the land of the Seven Islands before that world broke off from ours.” 

Dev stopped exploring and faced her, wide-eyed. “Then what happened?” 

“After Queen Maiven sent her fleet to stop the pirates, the great split under 
the sea happened, and she lost most of her ships. The queen’s personal ship 
hadn't sailed yet, and she made it to safety when they felt the first ominous 
shivers. The rogue group saw their chance to seize the castle and capture the 
queen. I thought they'd killed Maiven. All this time I believed she was dead— 
everyone else believed it too. That she’s alive, as you say... Well, it’s the best 
news I’ve heard in a long while, I'll tell you that.” 

Dev smiled but said nothing because he didn’t want to interrupt her story 
now that it was moving along so swiftly. 

Astrid paused a moment to think. “Once they took possession of the castle, 
they spread the false rumors that the world would end under black-eyed rule, 
and they blamed the dragons for the natural disasters that had happened. The 
usurper group’s support grew wildly, but they knew they needed to possess the 
rest of the land in order to retain power long term. Days later they and their 
growing military marched the streets, fighting off dragons and steering around 
the crater lake and over the mountains to this kingdom. Many of the black- 
eyed people from both families had found safety here until the new king’s 
army arrived. There was no place for them to run to from here. Ashguard 
Suresh’s palace was overthrown. The village was torn apart.” 


Dev pressed his palms against his temples in shock. He'd had no idea about 
much of this. “So why is it deserted now, if the rogue group took over?” 

“They only wanted to destroy the lines of black-eyed rulers, not take the 
land. No one wished to be so isolated way out here, far from Grimere. Plus, 
the formation of the crater lake blocked easy access to this area. The new 
rulers recklessly killed your grandparents and took their children as slaves. 
They probably enslaved one or both of your parents, and traded you away soon 
after you were born. It was a game to them. Trading black-eyed children 
became a valuable practice.” 

Dev was quiet for a long moment as he remembered when Thisbe and Fifer 
were first captured and sent to be auctioned at Dragonsmarche. He hadn't 
seen it happen, but he'd helped Fifer in the aftermath. Had he been auctioned 
off in that same horrible way? And what had happened to his parents? Dev 
could hardly handle thinking about them after that news. It was easier to 
believe he had none than to get his hopes dashed again. 

“What of the ghost dragons? How do you fit into the story?” 

“At that time my generation of rulers, the elder dragons, were preparing to 
pass on to the next life. But without our co-ruling humans in control of the 
land named for us, our chance to transfer power peacefully to the next 
generation was put in jeopardy. Because of the rumors that the rogue group 
had started about us, many of the younger dragons were killed or cast out. 
Hundreds fled to find other lands that weren't so dangerous to be in. 

“To preserve our rightful ownership and ensure a smooth transition, my 
generation of dragons was forced to live on. Slowly we turned to ghosts, and 
now we haunt the cavelands while we wait for the proper human rulers to take 
back the power, and for our dragons to return—physically and mentally. 
Whenever that happens, we can go peacefully, leaving our bones to be buried 
alongside the bones of our ancestors. But until it does, we are cursed to the 
cavelands to wait.” 

“Cursed,” said Dev as he crossed the covered courtyard to a different tower 
and peered inside. “Like the rest of the dragons are now.” 

“They are being controlled by the Revinir, which is indeed a curse,” Astrid 
said. She walked over to the corner of the palace to peer into the turret that 
Dev was climbing up. 

“At least the dragons are here in this land again,” said Dev, hooking his arm 
outside a window halfway up to the onion bulb. “Isn’t that a good thing? If we 


can break the Revinir’s curse on them, they can help Drock and me fight to 
take back our land.” He paused, then added, “Unless they think we’re the 
enemy when they wake up. I imagine they won't know where they are if the 
mind control is broken. Like what happened to me.” 

Astrid was silent for a moment. Then she sighed. “Time will tell, I suppose. 


That’s really all we have.” 





Discovery and Longing 


Someone has been here recently,” Astrid called out. She returned to the main 
turret and sampled the air inside the window now, rather than outside it as 
shed done before. “Someone almost... familiar. Pve been trying, but I can’t 
quite... Hmm.” 

Dev came over from the turret he’d given up on, careful not to trip on the 
uneven floor. A few stubborn trees had grown inside the courtyard where they 
ought not be, pushing up between the loose pavers. As he strolled, Dev turned 
again to the images he’d seen and asked abruptly, “Who is the gray man?” 

“What's that, my boy?” Astrid sniffed again, her face pressed against a 
window whose glass had been broken out long ago. 

“The gray man. All bent over, with a long beard. I have his image in my 
mind, and I think he lives... lived... here.” 

“Ahhh,” said Astrid. “That would be Ashguard Suresh. He was the black- 
eyed ruler who owned this palace, and the leader of the Suresh line of people. 
He was a good friend to the dragons, though a bit harsh to the humans around 
him, especially after the attack stripped him of his family. He survived the 
usurpers through wits alone, but few others did. Once they left, he hid here 


for many years after the attack.” 


“So he became a curmudgeon after everyone else was killed? He wasn’t 
always that way?” Somehow this felt important for Dev to know. 

“That is how I remember him,” agreed Astrid. “Very kind in his youth. And 
always good to us dragons. Treated us like royalty in all things, especially when 
it came to making decisions about our land.” She pulled her snout out of the 
window. “You should go back up in this one and explore. Someone was here, 
but they’re not here now.” 

“Okay.” Dev thought that pretty much anybody would be a curmudgeon if 
they lost their entire family and people. And their palace that they’d probably 
worked really hard on. It made him feel warmer toward the gray man, 
knowing his kindness never wavered toward the dragons. If Dev were a ruler, 
that’s how he’d want to be too. 

Dev reentered the middle turret that Astrid was looking inside and 
stopped at the bottom of the staircase to let his eyes adjust. He sniffed the air, 
like Astrid had done, but his dragon senses weren't even close to being fully 
developed, and he didn’t smell anything but the foxes. As he waited, he ran a 
hand over the scales on his arm, thinking about what it would be like to have 
all of the dragon senses and abilities, rather than just the scales and the fiery 
breath and an occasional premonition. Being able to see in the dark would be 
nice. 

When he could make out the steps, he started climbing, following the 
spiral. Sometimes he’d look down over the railing at the floor below to see 
that Astrid was still there. He passed by the entryway that led to the second 
floor, which was stripped of all decor and whose rotted floor didn’t look safe 
to walk on. But the stone steps seemed stable, so he climbed them. He passed 
the third floor, and the fourth, and the fifth, all of which were similar to the 
second floor. Finally he rounded the last curve of stairs, which meant he was 
entering the bulbous top part of the turret. He looked up at an unusually 
small opening, like a large trapdoor. Continuing up, he poked his head 
through and discovered himself at one side of a huge, round room. The walls 
curved around to form a point far above his head. 

It looked like the inside of an onion, but it smelled like books. As Dev 
climbed the last steps and reached the landing, he noticed it was a trapdoor— 
he could close and lock it from the inside if he wanted to. He kept moving and 
could make out in the shadowy light that this tower was very different from 
the castle Grimere’s tower that hed been trapped in. This turret was an 


incredible library. There were more books than Dev had ever seen before in his 
life, even in the castle. They lined the walls from floor to ceiling and all around 
the widest part of the bulb. Shelves loaded with books even hung on rusty 
chains from the ceiling, though they were way too high for Dev to reach. 

On the floor were stacks and stacks of books, and around the stacks were 
several pieces of furniture. Four old claw-foot chairs, a number of small sofas 
and fainting couches, some of which had fabric that was decayed and 
disintegrating. There was an ancient-looking harp on one side of the round 
room, surrounded by several smaller instruments. A big wooden desk that 
looked like it was too enormous and heavy to be moved stood on the other 
side. More books were on top of the desk, and some of them were open. There 
was a candelabra there too, in the center of everything, but no apparent way 
to light it. Dev went over to it and pursed his lips, concentrating and waiting 
until the heat boiled up in his throat. He blew a steady, narrow stream of air, 
and fiery bits came out with it, igniting the wicks and illuminating the desk. 

This room had been gorgeous once, that much Dev could tell. He wondered 
why thieves had taken the time to painstakingly loot the gold off the bulbous 
turrets and all the other places, but had left all these beautiful books and 
instruments just sitting here. And then, after a minute, he didn’t wonder 
anymore. The furniture and large items couldn’t fit down that hole of an 
entrance. Ashguard must have built that trapdoor after everything was already 
up here. Perhaps he did it when he lived alone, fearing attack. 

Not to mention that, as a practiced thief, Dev knew that people who would 
loot an entire palace full of priceless decor weren’t the types of people who 
would steal books. A book thief was likely either in search of acutely necessary 
information or in need of mental or emotional escape. Not monetary profit. 
They were desperate rather than greedy. 

Dev had stolen a book once. Of all the things he'd stolen, it was the only 
one that he regretted. Probably because books had souls. They weren't 
inanimate and uncaring, like nuggets of gold or jewels. Books had feelings. But 
the stolen book had helped him learn to read when he was forced to sit 
through Shanti’s lessons with her, so he could almost forgive himself for 
tucking it inside his cloak one day and keeping it in his tiny, cold room near 
the dungeon to give him comfort whenever he'd had a spare minute. It had 
probably burned up in the castle fire, he realized suddenly. The thought of that 


put him in a melancholy mood. 


“Have you seen this place?” Dev called down to Astrid a while later. “It’s 
amazing up here! I think this is where Ashguard must have lived after 
everything else was destroyed.” He ventured over to the desk and ran his 
forefinger over a few of the volumes that were open and faceup. He was 
surprised to find almost no dust had collected on the pages. “Some of these 
books have been opened recently,” he shouted. As Astrid had suspected, 
someone had indeed been here, but only the books knew who it was. Dev 
gazed at the pages, startled and disappointed to find them written in a 
language he didn’t know how to read. The font was fancy and full of curls, and 
because of that the letters were hard to decipher, in addition to the words. 
After a minute of trying to pronounce a few of them, Dev shrugged and gave 
up. Hopefully not all the books were written like that. He went to the east 
window and looked out over the path Astrid had trampled for them and 
beyond. 

“I can see the crater lake from up here!” he reported. Astrid hadn’t been 
answering, so he wasn’t sure exactly where she was or if she could hear him 
from this distance. His voice echoed through the empty spaces. “This is a really 
great lookout tower. These windows have glass in them.” He hesitated, and fear 
seized him. “Where are you? Astrid?” 

Astrid poked her head through the doorway at the bottom of the stairwell 
and called up to him. “I’m still here. It’s a shame everything is destroyed.” 

Dev breathed out in relief. Hed had a split second of panic, thinking 
Astrid had abandoned him or gotten captured or something. Not that he 
didn’t like this place—he loved it. He just didn’t like being alone. “Oh, Astrid, 
you're wrong!” he said. “Not everything is destroyed.” He moved swiftly back 
to the hole in the floor and looked down over the railing at the stairs, barely 
detecting her face at the bottom. “This tower is an enormous library. The 
furniture is falling apart, but there are a lot of books here, and a fireplace with 
wood, and musical instruments. And no wild animals that I’ve noticed so far, 
though there are bound to be bats. It’s actually... quite nice, I think. In a run- 
down sort of way. Better than no home at all, that’s for sure.” He noticed how 
suddenly chatty he'd become, which was unusual for him. He'd just never been 
excited about a place before. Or been given the opportunity to gush. 

“Speaking of home,” Astrid said, sounding mildly anxious, “I’m sensing we 
should head back. Something feels off here. And it’s getting late.” 

“Oh? What feels off? You mean with the smell of whoever was here before?” 


“Maybe,” she said, but she didn’t sound sure at all. “I can’t quite detect it. 
But it’s there.” She pulled her head out of the turret entrance and disappeared. 

Dev stayed in place, hovering over the trapdoor a moment longer in case 
Astrid was going to say something more. But she didn’t. He took a moment 
and tried to sense danger on his own, but nothing felt off to him. Everything 
here felt exactly right. Reluctantly Dev glanced over his shoulder at the library 
and at the instruments. His scales were flat on his arms and legs. No images 
were pounding his vision. The Revinir didn’t seem to be very angry or active at 
present. In fact, he realized with a start that he hadnt heard a single roar from 
the Revinir since right before she threw him out the window and left him for 
dead. It made him wonder briefly what she was up to. But just as swiftly the 
thought left him. He gave one last longing look, then slowly went down the 
staircase to the ground to join Astrid. 

She'd nodded off, and when Dev woke her, she seemed surprised to see him, 
but in her usual, forgetful way. Dev must have spent a little too much time out 
of her sight. “Hello!” she said, “And... what... exactly...? Hmm.” She looked 
around, confused. 

“Tm Dev.” He smiled and gently explained, “You brought me here, and a 
short time ago we were talking and you said you wanted to go home. Back to... 
the cavelands.” His face fell when he pictured the terrain. The cavelands were 
so boring. But Dev needed to stay out of Grimere. He’d promised Drock he 
would, and Drock was someone Dev didn’t want to let down—not after what 
the dragon had said to him. He also wanted to be there in case Drock 
returned, looking for him. In case there was news from... anyone. 

A pain shot through him. The thought of Drock never returning with news 
was high on his mind. The fact that he might never see Thisbe and Fifer again 
was a little too much to take. But what was he going to do? Sit around in the 
cavelands with a bunch of forgetful, roaming ghost dragons and wait for 
something that might never come? 

Or... was there another option? Dev had developed a kinship with this land 
and palace, decrepit though it was, in the short time they'd been here. What 
if...? 

“Of course. Dev,” said Astrid, remembering. “My special friend Dev. Short 
for Devastation. Yes, you are a gem, I think. Or at least leaning that way, as my 
senses tell me.” 


“Oh, really?” said Dev, tapping his lips. “Thank you.” 


“Well, climb aboard. We mustn’t dally. It’s a half day’s journey if memory 
serves. Home awaits.” 

Dev’s heart sank as he stood next to the dragon. His feet felt like cement. 
But when Astrid knelt down, Dev did as she’d asked and climbed aboard. 
Once he was settled in the cushiony hollow between her wings, he gazed at the 
grounds. The spider-webbed garden was horrifying. The foxes barking and 
scurrying around the main-floor staircase were unsettling. And the palace was 
doomed to collapse entirely after a few more years of neglect. Yet he couldn’t 
take his eyes off it. From Astrid’s back he could see a river snaking through the 
back property, swollen as if it had recently rained here. The picture of the river 
reminded Dev of the third image in his mind from the ancestor broth, and he 
wondered again if it was trying to tell him something about his past. He knew 
that having a river nearby was the most important thing about settling down. 
He'd always known that. But Drock might be coming back for him in the 
cavelands. And here, if he stayed, he'd be all alone. Conflicted, Dev closed his 
eyes and brought the image of the beautiful palace to the forefront of his 
mind. 

Astrid, with her great wings outstretched, began to run and flap them, 
creating a whoop-whoop-whoop sound as they sliced the air. She lifted off with 
Dev aboard. He opened his eyes and turned to look over Astrid’s side at the 
broken-down palace, so different from the image in his mind. Yet he couldn't 
shake the strong pull of it. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. 

Astrid cleared the treetops and kept flying. Dev’s chest tightened, and the 
ache in his ribs, which had been forgotten most of the afternoon, returned. He 
turned to watch the grounds grow small but felt his eyes closing again, as if 
unable to look. A sick feeling rumbled through his gut. In that instant he 
knew that, despite everything, he belonged here. Not in the cavelands. Not in 
the forest or in Grimere or anywhere else. And maybe that meant he'd be 
alone, like old, gray Ashguard Suresh, the curmudgeon. Maybe it meant Dev 
would become a curmudgeon too, but none of that mattered. Astrid was 
taking Dev away from the only place that had ever felt like home to him, and 
everything about that was dead wrong. 

“Astrid!” Dev called, desperation evident in his voice. He rose to his knees, 
hanging on with one hand to her pillowy skin and pleading, “Please turn 
around. Please! I... need to go back. I need... to go... home.” 





An Unwelcome Visitor 


If Drock comes to the cavelands with news of the other black-eyed people, you 
must tell him where I am,” Dev told Astrid as she prepared to leave for the 
cavelands again, this time without him. “Can you remember to do that?” 

“I promise,” said Astrid. 

Dev found it hard to believe her. “Wait. I'll tie a ribbon of grass around 
your claw.” 

“A ribbon of grass?” said Astrid, completely befuddled. “Why would I want 
that?” 

“Ir’ll help you remember,” said Dev. “Stay here. I'll be right back.” He ran 
out toward the river, where the grass grew long and sturdy, and plucked three 
pieces of equal length. He tied off one end, braided the strands tightly, then 
tied off the remaining end and brought it back to Astrid. “Hold out your 
talons, please,” he said. 

Astrid obliged. Dev knelt and tied the grass ribbon around her smallest 
claw, making several knots to keep it from slipping off or untying. “Whenever 
you look at this ribbon, you will think of me,” said Dev. “And you'll remember 
that you need to tell Drock where I am. Okay?” 


Astrid frowned. The grass ribbon felt like she had something undesirable 
stuck between her claws, and she didn’t really like it. “Okay,” she said 
doubtfully. “If you say so.” She didn’t seem sure of this plan at all. 

“I believe in you,” said Dev. “And... thank you, Astrid. For everything you've 
done for me. I’m very grateful.” 

“Take good care of yourself,” said Astrid. “Tve grown fond of you since the 
moment I first discovered you in Ashguard’s tower. I knew there was someone 
up there. Did I tell you?” 

Dev smiled uneasily but didn’t correct her. He worried that a grass ribbon 
around her claw wasn’t going to help her one bit. But it was something. “I’ve 
grown fond of you, too. Don’t forget me here.” 

“I could never forget you, ah...” She blinked. 

“Dev,” said Dev. 

“That... was a joke,” said Astrid slyly. 

“Oh,” said Dev, trying to laugh but failing miserably. 

“Good-bye, Dev,” said Astrid. And with that, she took her leave. 

Dev waved until she stopped looking back, and then he shielded his eyes 
from the sun and watched until she grew small. He thought he saw a tiny 
something drop from her claw to the ground below. Dev shook his head and 
sighed. Hopefully, if Drock asked about him, that would jar Astrid’s memory. 
But if not, Dev would have to deal with whatever came his way indefinitely. 
Alone. 

The thought made his stomach churn. He hadn't spent much time alone, 
and he didn’t like it. He’d told Fifer as much when he’d joined her rescue team, 
and he wasn’t used to making his own decisions after a life of having someone 
dictate his every move. But he was ready now. Or at least he hoped he was. 


»YyK« 


An hour later Dev had caught, cooked, and eaten a fish. He found a couple of 
buckets, which could come in handy for fishing in the future. And he 
stumbled across a well in a corner of the courtyard that had a hand pump. 
After a few minutes of pumping, the water turned clear and tasted good. He 
didn’t even need to go all the way to the river to get a drink. That seemed like 
a luxury. 


Soon he returned to the center turret and climbed up to the bulbous 
library tower. He looked around more thoroughly and began to count the 
volumes of books, but gave up after a few minutes. Then he tried out all of the 
sofas to see which would make the best and softest bed and beat the dust out 
of it. While the dust settled, Dev went over to the corner to check out all of 
the instruments and tried playing each one. He made a loud racket but didn’t 
care. 

Before sunset he looked through an entire section of books and found 
several in a language he could read. As he settled down on his sofa, facing the 
window that looked to the east, he smiled contentedly. This broken-down 
mess of a palace was all his. Not just because he’d decided to stay since he felt a 
calling to this place. But because his inner sense told him he was the rightful 
owner. Dev was of the line of Suresh—there was no question in his mind 
anymore. Ashguard had been one of his ancestors, perhaps even his 
grandfather. The ancestor broth that Thisbe had fed him told him so. 

Sure, there was a lot of work to do if Dev ever decided to restore this land 
and these structures. But he didn’t need a whole palace, or even very much of 
it. And he didn’t need to fix anything at all if he didn’t want to. He had 
everything he could ever want: a river, a sofa, and books to be his friends. 

As he stared out the window, watching the sky lose its light, he saw a spot 
like a fly on the windowpane. But it grew larger, and more spots appeared. Dev 
got up and went to the window, then squinted through it. Was it a flock of 
birds? 

‘They grew larger still. Very big birds? Some of Fifer’s falcons, perhaps? Had 
she sent them with a message? What was happening? 

The darkness fought against Dev’s vision, but soon the spots in the distance 
grew large enough for Dev to recognize without the need for direct sunlight. 

They weren't birds. 

His chest tightened and his breath ceased. It was a posse of dragons, with 
the Revinir in the lead. And they were coming straight for Dev’s palace. 





An End oF Something 


The long day stretched into night in Artimé, and Fifer and her team were hard 
at work in very different ways. By the time all of the dissenters had been 
moved from the lawn to the confines of the hospital ward, other things were 
progressing as well. 

Florence sent Seth with the two ghost dragons back to Quill to fetch 
everyone’s things that they'd left in the Quillitary yard. When they returned, 
the dragons were content to fish in the sea, then rest on the lawn and munch 
on the herbs from Henry’s garden while they waited for their next assignment. 
Seth went inside to help others with cleanup. 

Inside Ms. Octavia’s classroom, Aaron studied various books, trying to find 
out how to fix the tubes or make new control panels. Carina, Sean, and 
Samheed worked on repairing the staircase so it wouldnt collapse, and then 
they started fixing all of the broken spindles and sections of railing. Henry and 
Thatcher handled the injuries in the hospital ward, with Crow and Scarlet 
helping out. Florence assisted Simber in guarding the entrance to the ward. 
Seth, Kaylee, Ishibashi, Sky, and Ibrahim cleared out the debris scattered 


throughout the mansion, repairing what they could and magically making the 
rest disappear. 

Fifer and Lani talked through the current status of the dissenters while 
magically replacing the chandeliers. Then they sealed the top of the mansion 
walls to the roof all the way around, so that whenever rain was scheduled it 
wouldn’t leak inside. Clementi moved from window to window on each floor, 
painstakingly reciting permanent glass spells at each for what everyone hoped 
would be the last time. 

Thisbe officially introduced Maiven Taveer, Asha, Prindi, Reza, Rohan, and 
the rest from Grimere to the mansion. And later, while Thisbe instructed the 
black-eyed children on how they could help and invited them to explore the 
mansion, Fifer introduced Aaron to Maiven, his grandmother. The three 
talked through that surprise, and Maiven shared how they'd come to learn the 
truth. Then, with pressing duties awaiting them all, they agreed to talk more 
when there was time. 

Kitten and Fox went together to the secret hallway so Kitten could 
continue looking for Mr. Today’s clue. There was no doubt in her mind that if 
she found it and tried to tell anyone, they would ignore her mews as usual. But 
it would be good to have the information whenever the humans got around to 
waking her up and asking for it. 

Once Fifer left Aaron in Ms. Octavia’s classroom, she returned to the 
hospital ward. She was still trying to figure out the best way to handle the 
dissenters. Several of them expressed gratitude for being let inside and for the 
comfortable beds in the ward. And many seemed remorseful about fighting 
against the other Artiméans. But not all. Garrit and a few others were furious. 
And Fifer knew that Florence had been right. There had to be consequences 
for their actions. 

Fifer addressed them sternly. “What you have done to Artimé is 
unforgiveable,” she said. “You put the lives of your fellow people in grave 
danger by following the leadership of a madwoman. There is no excuse for 
your behavior. If you would like to remain in Artimé, you'd better start 
thinking about what you plan to do to improve yourselves and this world 
going forward. Or be prepared to part ways and leave this island.” 

She paused her speech to gaze from one bed to the next and from chair to 
chair. Everyone was unsurprisingly quiet in this moment, even the angry ones. 
“Tm going to start interviews tomorrow,” Fifer said. “So be prepared to show 


me and the others that you can be trusted.” She turned to go. “Now, get some 
sleep. We can all use it.” 

Especially Fifer. She was feeling exhaustion set in, but she still had a few 
things to do before she could rest. And part of her didn’t want to rest, because 
that would just open her mind up to spin around all the problems with 
Artimé, with Thisbe, and with herself. At least for the moment she could cast 
those aside. Being busy had its advantages. 

The crew of statues fixing the mansion continued to work while Fifer went 
upstairs to expand the hallways and add new apartments for all of their guests. 
By the time she finished showing their Grimere friends where they would 
sleep, she was exhausted and ready to collapse. She went straight to her room 
and found Thisbe there already, unpacking her things in the bedroom. 

“Oh,” said Fifer. “Hi.” 

“You moved me back in,” said Thisbe, looking up. “I tried the other room— 
the one you threw all my junk in front of last time I was home—but the door 
didn’t know me anymore.” 

“Yeah... I didn’t want all of your stuff to sit out in the hallway forever after 
you left without telling me.” 

Thisbe pressed her lips together and sat on her bed. “I see.” She folded her 
arms over her chest. “Do you have anything else you'd like to say?” 

Fifer sighed. She knew she shouldn't start this right now when she was 
tired. That was never a good idea. But she’d been feeling bad for so long that it 
just came out. “I feel like you intentionally misunderstood me.” 

“What? When? Today?” 

“No, not today. Right before you left. You kept finding things to get 
offended about as you walked around here with your... your attitude. Like you 
were more important because you had a mission in the land of the dragons, 
and I was just being silly because I believe people need fun in their lives. And 
water. Remember that time you yelled at me because I said people should have 
canteens, of all things?” 

Thisbe burrowed her fists into her eyes. She could feel a quick anger rise 
inside her. “You were being selfish.” She let out an exasperated breath, 
overwhelmed with all of the misunderstandings and how to address them. 
“Look, we’re both exhausted. Can we talk about this later?” 

Fifer clenched her teeth and nodded primly. “Are you staying here? In this 


room?” 


“May I, please, your head mageship?” Thisbe said sarcastically. 

“Are you jealous of my position?” asked Fifer, narrowing her eyes. “You said 
you didn’t want it!” 

“No, of course not!” yelled Thisbe, throwing her hands up in frustration. “It 
seems like a terrible job, if you ask me. All I was saying is that this is still my 
room too, isn’t it? Besides, I figured youd be the one to move out.” 

“Me? Youre the one who left!” 

“Yes, you! You're the head mage now. You have your own special 
apartment.” 

Fifer gasped. The words hit like a slap. Moving to the head mage’s quarters 
hadn't crossed her mind yet, and it felt horrible thinking about taking over 
her dead brother’s apartment. “Oh, Thisbe,” said Fifer, her throat tightening. 
Tears sprang to her eyes, and she turned swiftly so Thisbe wouldn't see them. 

Thisbe stood up, immediately remorseful. “Ugh, Pm sorry. I didn’t think.” 
She wrung her hands. “I knew I shouldn’t have opened my mouth tonight. 
Please... I'm begging you. Let’s go to bed and talk about this when things settle 
down. Before we make it worse.” 

Fifer nodded, not trusting her voice. The two got ready for bed in silence, 
both of them upset and wanting to turn the light off as soon as possible so 
they wouldn't have to see each other. 

Once in bed, Fifer stared at the ceiling in the dark. Everything was 
tumultuous. She could hardly wrap her mind around all the changes. And 
now, before she could even catch her breath, she and Thisbe were in an all-out 
war. This was so foreign—the twins used to agree on everything. Tell each 
other all of their secrets. Have great conversations before drifting off to sleep. 
How Fifer longed for that to happen again, but there was so much junk piled 
up between them that it felt insurmountable. She missed the way things used 
to be, but she didn’t know how to get them back there. For someone in control 
of an entire community, she certainly seemed out of control of this situation. 
Would she and Thisbe ever be the same again? 

On the other side of the room, Thisbe turned to her side and pulled the 
covers up around her ears. She didn’t like how things had gone. She'd expected 
Fifer to thank her for returning, not attack her for leaving. After all, Thisbe 
had gone with Drock back to captivity to save Artime! It had been such an 
unselfish act, and Fifer was mad about it? That was pretty rude. And pretty 
typical of how Fifer had been acting since before Thisbe and Drock had left. 


The two just didn’t see eye to eye anymore. And it seemed like it wouldn't be 
long before they were going their separate ways for good. The thought was 
painful. 

The girls, both restless and lost in their thoughts, didn’t speak, though they 
could tell the other was still awake. It was the opposite of how they used to 
act. Everything was so strange. And neither girl was certain their relationship 
could survive it. 





Revinir on the Move 


Dev watched the Revinir coming closer and tried not to panic. She was still 
very far away. Wouldn’t she, of anyone, know that this palace was deserted? 
She must have been here at some point in the past ten years since she'd arrived 
in this world. She probably stole something from here—Dev wouldn't put it 
past her. So why was she flying out this way? Did she know Dev was alive and 
hiding out here? 

His heart stopped for a second, and he couldn’t think straight. Had she 
gotten to Drock now too? Is that how she found out that Dev was here? “Oh 
no,” Dev whispered. “Oh, dear gods, save me. What am I supposed to do now?” 
After such a short respite without any worries, all of Dev’s fears came rushing 
back. And here he was, alone, to face them. 

“Think, Dev!” he said. “If Drock finally succumbed to her call, then he 
would have told her I was in the cavelands, not here. Plus,” he said, feeling a 
small surge of hope, “she hasn't roared at all since Drock rescued me, so he 
wouldn’t have had any of her calls to respond to. So that means Drock is still 
safe. Right?” 


He turned back to the window to see if Drock was there with her, but it 
was too dark to tell. The Revinir and her posse of dragons were definitely 
getting closer, though, and they seemed to be heading straight for the palace. 
“They might not be looking for me,” Dev muttered, “but even if they’re not, I 
definitely don’t want them to find me. I need to hide.” 

The thought of finding a hiding place in this dark, unfamiliar, run-down, 
falling-apart property with animals and bats and spider webs was almost 
enough to make Dev want to walk out right now with his hands in the air and 
give himself up. But if there was still a chance the Revinir thought he was 
dead, he had to keep that lie going as long as possible. He stumbled through 
the dome, snuffing the candles and wondering if there was anyplace safe to 
hide in the library. 

“They can’t get into this room,” Dev murmured. “They're too big to fit up 
the stairwell or through the windows.” And he knew he could lock the 
trapdoor. But his expression soured. A trapdoor and too-small windows 
wouldn't stop dragons. “The Revinir wouldnt think twice about knocking a 
tower down or torching the place to flush me out. If they set fire to this 
palace, there’s no escape for me.” He started down the stairwell, convinced 
that the library was not the place to be. 

By the time he exited into the courtyard, he knew he couldn't hide 
anywhere inside the palace. If they caught wind of him, they'd burn it all 
down. And Dev couldn't bear to lose this place that he already thought of as 
his very own. He had to hide somewhere away from the palace. Somewhere 
they wouldn’t be able to track his scent. Or see him. Or search for him... or 
whoever it was they were looking for. He started running south across the 
courtyard. 

It has to be Thisbe and the others theyre in search of, Dev thought as he slipped 
through the overgrowth of bushes and saplings. The fog had returned, and the 
grass was damp with dew. Concluding that he wasn’t the hunted one, whether 
true or not, calmed him slightly. He was glad for himself. But he was also glad 
for Thisbe that the Revinir, for whatever reason, had chosen to come this way 
instead of toward her home island. Maybe the Revinir was thinking only a fool 
would go back to hide in the same place she had hidden last time. If so, Thisbe 
had outplayed the dragon-woman again. 

Dev couldn’t see the Revinir and her dragons very well from the ground 
because of the trees and brush, which made their impending arrival that much 


more ominous and frightening. He reached the spider-web-covered garden 
and stopped, feeling his heart pounding in his throat. Should he crawl under 
the webs and hide in there? 

But no—just because Dev found it to be a scary place didn’t mean dragons 
would be scared of a few thousand spiders. They'd probably tromp right 
through it without noticing. He had to think like a dragon. Where could he go 
that they wouldn’t search? Or, more importantly, where they wouldn't be able 
to smell him? 

Dev’s breath became labored, and his mind went blank. He felt like a 
frightened rabbit, frozen with fear. And then he bolted, running crazily across 
the property in the dark, stepping on any number of painful things but barely 
feeling them pierce through his worn-out shoes. He couldnt process anything. 
He couldn't decide what to do. He could only remember the fleeting feeling of 
being free for those few hours, and now the threat of being caught was a 
hundred times worse than it had ever been before. 

He tripped and dropped to his hands and knees. “No!” he sobbed. “I’m not 
going back!” Shaken from the fall yet even more resolved, he got up and kept 
running. 

When he ran out of breath, surrounded by overgrowth and fog, he knew he 
was lost. He glanced at the sky, wondering if the Revinir had landed yet. He 
didn’t see her or any other dragons. Would he feel their impact when they hit 
the ground? He listened, and in that moment of stillness, he heard a familiar 
sound. 

“The river,” he whispered, and the image of the rushing river with the 
forked branch sticking up jumped to the forefront of his mind. He took a few 
breaths, trying to calm down and think through his options. Was the image of 
the river coming from his ancestors, trying to tell him something? 

When the ground shuddered, signaling a dragon landing, and then 
shuddered again and again, Dev knew he didn’t have a choice. He tore through 
the growth. Branches swatted at him, cutting his face and body, and he knew 
the scent of blood wouldnt help him outwit the dragons. 

The sound of the river grew louder, and he ran straight for it. Down the 
bank he went, leaping over the soft, wet mud that lined it, so he wouldn't leave 
footprints. Then he sloshed through the water, waist deep, heading upstream, 
away from where the palace stood. 


Every now and then he could hear a dragon snort. He could see flames 
shooting through the night air behind him. Dev kept moving, pushing against 
the current and constantly turning to see if the dragons were following the 
scent trail he’d left behind on land. He tried to take comfort in the fact that 
the river was a smart choice. His only choice. 

The riverbed shook with dragon footsteps. Dev turned to see an enormous, 
unfamiliar red dragon approaching the bank. The boy sank down to his neck 
in the freezing water and continued moving, searching for something to hang 
on to. But the dragon drew closer and began to drink. Dev took a deep breath 
and slipped under, trying hard to stay still, keep a foothold, and not get swept 
away by the current. 

Underwater, while his breath ticked away bubble by bubble, Dev had 
thoughts. I should have gone downstream. If I lose my footing, I'll be swept right past 
the dragon. I should have known they'd want a drink after flying all this way. I should 
have gone into the spider garden. I should have gone back to the cavelands with Astrid 
when I had the chance. 

And then: I should have stayed in the cavelands and never come here at all. Who 
am I to think I deserve a palace? That I deserve anything at all? 

It was the last thought that had Dev sobbing underwater. And the only 
problem with sobbing underwater is that it requires an intake of breath. 

He twisted his head—he had to, or else he’d suck in water and start 
coughing, and then he’d for sure be caught. He drew in a breath, two breaths, 
then three, unable to stop once he started. On the fourth breath he opened his 
eyes, almost not wanting to see what he was certain was directly on top of 
him. 

An enormous dragon’s face was only tens of feet away, its nostrils flared. It 
was solidly bent down with front legs in the river, fishing. Behind it, several 
feet from the bank in the overgrowth, was a smaller dragon, barking 
instructions and demanding water and fish. Her iridescent scales caught the 
starlight. The Revinir. 

Dev’s life was almost over. He knew it. And soon the dragons would know 
it too. He took another breath as silently as possible and slipped his head 
under the water again, feeling the sand and rocks start to shift under his feet 
because of the current. He swam farther, feeling around for anything to grab 
on to to help him stay in one place or propel him upstream, all while listening 


to the slightly muted voice of the Revinir talk about what sort of fish she 
wanted the red dragon to catch for her. 

Why not just catch your own fish? Dev wondered. Didn’t she know how? Or 
maybe she just liked bossing other dragons around? She'd certainly liked 
bossing him and the other slaves.... Dev’s thoughts became thick and slow, for 
the water was cold enough to make his body and fingers numb by now. He 
surfaced to take one more breath, and that’s when he saw it. A long, thin, dark 
V in the moonlight in front of him, coming up from the riverbed. Dev 
submerged and inched forward, reaching blindly in front of him, and grabbed 
on to it. A forked tree branch? His fingers were too numb to tell, but the 
image flashed before his eyes. The thing was solid and would secure him in 
place. He hooked his arm around it. 

Dev could hear splashing behind him. Muffled snorts. And occasionally a 
flash of dragon fire illuminated the water around him. Despite his angry lungs, 
he pulled himself down farther, hoping no part of his body or clothing would 
be visible. Wishing he could hold his breath for longer, like Thisbe and Fifer 
and Seth had said they could do. He knew that the pressure in his chest and 
the black spots in front of his eyes would only become worse with every throb 
of his heart. He could feel the need for air pulsing angrily in his face, his neck. 
He couldn’t tell if his arm was holding on tightly anymore. He couldn't feel his 
feet at all, and it seemed like his body was floating up to the surface, though 
he tried his best to sink. No matter what, though, there was no way Dev was 
going to stand up or even turn his head for another breath. It was a miracle 
the dragons hadn’t seen him the last time. 

If Dev was about to die, it would be on his own terms. He’d rather drown 
than be eaten by a dragon. He'd rather suffocate than go back as a slave to the 
Revinir. As long as he could convince his body not to panic and rebel, the 
better his chances of getting through this. 

Eventually the blackness overtook him. His arm loosened on the 
underwater branch. His legs slacked and his feet lifted and he breathed water 
into his lungs. The rest of his body popped up to the surface as he writhed and 
choked and rolled down the river on the current until it deposited him on the 


opposite bank in a heap. 





A Study oF One 


When Fifer awoke early the next morning, she remembered that she was the 
head mage. Then she remembered what she'd had to do to get there, and a 
wave of nausea washed through her. Even though putting an end to Frieda 
Stubbs had been the right thing to do in order to save all of those people from 
the remote rooms, it was still hard for Fifer to admit that she’d done it. She’d 
traded a single life for many, which seemed like it would be an easy decision, 
but it wasn’t. Logically it made sense. But part of her wished the events of the 
previous day had all been a dream. Or... more like a nightmare. She blew out a 
quiet breath and sat up. Mostly she was glad Aaron and Clementi and 
Samheed hadn’t died of thirst. She had to focus on that. 

She stretched and saw Thisbe still asleep in her bed. At the sight of her, the 
memory of their fight came rushing back, and Fifer’s already unsettled 
stomach tied up in knots. Was it possible that today would be even harder 
than yesterday? With so many things up in the air and so many conflicts to 
resolve, Fifer wasn’t sure where to start. 

She thought about Sky—maybe she could give Fifer some guidance. Sky 
was always steady and calming during a crisis. And she'd been there for Fifer 
when they went to Warbler to collect Queen Eagala’s things. Which reminded 


her that those materials were still in the skiff, anchored just offshore. Fifer 
would have to fetch them and bring them in for Thisbe. Though a tiny part of 
her didn’t feel like doing anything generous for her sister at the moment. 

Fifer got dressed and brushed her hair. She slipped the robe on over her 
clothes and vest and tiptoed out of the bedroom, pausing for a moment in the 
living quarters when she noticed a new note on the blackboard. Desdemona 
had put up a congratulations card for Fifer, signed by all the other 
blackboards in Artimé. It gave Fifer mixed feelings, bringing a sentimental 
tear to her eye alongside a chill of worry. But it also reminded her that there 
was so much to accomplish today. And that sending a general blackboard 
message to everyone in Artimé was probably something she should do to ease 
some of the questions people might have. She'd talk to Florence about what to 
say. 

Perhaps that note could wait until after Fifer started releasing dissenters, if 
that was what she decided she ought to do.... She was still conflicted about 
how to punish them. She went out into the hallway and saw Sky exiting a 
room down the hall. Fifer waited for her. 

“Hi,” said Fifer, feeling a bit awkward in the conspicuous robe. 

Sky smiled and came up to Fifer, giving her a warm embrace. “How are 
you?” 

Fifer gripped Sky tightly, almost as if holding on for dear life. When Sky 
tried to pull away, Fifer didn’t let go. 

“Oh, Fifer,” said Sky, hugging Fifer again and patting her back. “This has 
been rough, hasn’t it?” 

Fifer kept her face pressed into Sky’s shoulder. She couldn’t speak for a 
moment. But then she took a deep breath. “I’m struggling with some stuff.” 

“Tell me,” said Sky. 

Fifer released the embrace and pressed her lips together, lifting her eyes to 
meet Sky’s encouraging gaze. “There’s this voice in my head... my conscience or 
whatever. It keeps reminding me that I killed a fellow Unwanted. I feel 
terrible about it, and I can’t seem to tune it out.” 

Sky turned, and the two started walking down the hallway toward the 
balcony. “I can imagine that must feel very strange,” she said. “But let’s explain 
the facts to your conscience. From what I heard, you weren't even close to 
figuring out Mr. Today’s clue. Do you know how long it took me and Alex to 


figure out how to bring the world back the first time with one of Mr. Today’s 
little clues?” 

Fifer looked up. “How long?” 

“Days,” said Sky. “Many days. If youd stuck to the route of figuring out this 
clue and it also took you days, guess what?” 

“Aaron would be dead.” 

“And he’s not the only one. Clementi and Samheed would be too. And it’s 
not like Frieda would have given you time to work on it. Fifer—she tried to 
kill you! Multiple times! You acted in self-defense, and your quick moves and 
bravery make you a hero. You saved the lives of people who were unfairly 
trapped by that dictator and her followers.” 

They reached the balcony and stopped at the railing. Sky’s words acted like 
a salve to the critical voice in Fifer’s head. “She did try to kill me,” Fifer 
admitted. “Four times, I think it was.” 

“Let me ask you something,” said Sky. “If you could have killed the Revinir 
as she attacked Alex, and you knew it would save him, would you have done 
it?” 

“Of course!” said Fifer, indignant. “Td do anything to save Alex! I'd do 
anything now to bring him back!” 

“And do you feel that same fierce love for Aaron?” 

Fifer stared. “Yes,” she whispered. “Probably more. If I’m being honest.” 
Aaron had always been there for Fifer, while her good relationship with Alex 
had just begun when his life was taken away. 

“Please, Fifer,” said Sky. “Just think about how life would be today if Aaron 
were dead. If Clementi and Samheed were dead. Imagine that for a moment. 
And then think about if one of Frieda’s lethal spells had hit you. Killed you.” 
Sky was quiet for a long moment as tears came to her eyes. “Think about 
Thisbe. Think about me! And Lani. Henry and Thatcher. Think about Seth. 
And Dev. And everyone here who has ever crossed paths with and had their 
lives made better by you or one of the others.” 

Fifer closed her eyes as tears dripped down. Her heart ached as she thought 
about finding Aaron and the others dead instead of alive. She could hardly 
bear it. 

“Fifer,” Sky went on more forcefully now, “Frieda Stubbs was just as much 
an enemy of Artime as the Revinir is. And you have delivered this land from 
her.” She sniffed, then added, “I want you to wear that robe with more pride 


than any other head mage has ever worn it, for you have done more to earn it 
than anyone who came before you. Do you understand me? Are you listening?” 

Fifer opened her eyes. She lifted her chin, and though it quivered, she kept 
it high. “I am listening,” she said. What Sky had told her made Fifer see 
everything differently. It eased her biggest worries. And while she imagined 
that voice would never go away, Sky’s words had just cut it down to a whisper. 
“Thank you.” 

Sky wiped her eyes and smiled. “If you ever again feel like you're doubting 
your actions and your right to be in this position of leadership, come talk to 
me. And TIl set you straight as many times as I need to, until you can let go of 
that awful voice in your head and see your bravery for what it is—true 
dedication, selflessness, and heroism.” 

Fifer nodded. “I will.” 

“Good. Now... is there anything else you need to talk through before we 
start our day?” 

Fifer thought about mentioning Thisbe and their fight. But that felt wrong. 
Not only was Fifer spent after all they'd worked through so far, but more 
importantly she didn’t feel right about bringing it up when she and Thisbe had 
agreed to talk things through. “I think that’s it for this session,” Fifer said with 
a small smile. 

“Good,” said Sky, giving Fifer another hug. “Let’s hit this day hard.” With 
that they descended the stairs. “This place is looking better,” Sky said with a 
critical eye sweeping over the main entry area. “Someone was working 
overnight.” 

“The statues, no doubt,” said Fifer. She hastily wiped the last of her tears 
with her sleeve and took a cleansing breath. They found Simber guarding the 
doorway to the hospital ward. People were talking and moving about in the 
room. When they saw Fifer pass by, a couple of them started shouting. “Let us 
out of here!” and “We said we're sorry!” and “We want our rooms back!” Then 
one, accusingly: “Did you kill Frieda Stubbs?” 

Fifer felt a chill go down her spine. Sky squeezed her hand to remind her of 
their talk. Fifer squeezed back and exchanged a glance with Simber. “Ill return 
shortly,” she told him. 

“Take yourrr time,” Simber drawled. “They arrren’t going anywherrre.” 

Though Fifer had expected the dissenters would soon discover that she'd 
been the one to put an end to Frieda Stubbs, the first accusation of it out loud 


had been jarring. “Let’s step outside,” Fifer said smoothly. “We have some 
things to collect from Scarlet’s skiff.” 

“Indeed we do,” said Sky. 

Fifer and Sky continued out the front door and to the shore. “Are you 
okay?” Sky asked. 

“I will be,” Fifer said. “Tm... trying to be.” They waded out to the skiff, 
which had only been slightly damaged during the battle due to its location 
away from the action. Thankfully, the books and supplies they’d gathered from 
Eagala’s throne room were unharmed by the battle and just as they'd left them. 

Fifer and Sky brought them into the mansion and dropped them off in Ms. 
Octavia’s art classroom for Thisbe to study later. When they entered that 
room, they were surprised to see Aaron, looking disheveled, curled up and 
reading in a comfortable chair in the corner. 

“Have you been here all night?” Fifer asked him. She and Sky set their piles 
of Eagala’s journals on a table. 

“Yes,” Aaron admitted. “I dozed a little. But I found some pamphlets that 
Mr. Today wrote regarding the installation of the tubes. They were folded and 
tucked inside a different book that I found in the Museum of Large library. 
The good news is that I think I know what to do now. It might take me a while 
to rebuild the control panels, but I have the tools I need over at my island.” He 
looked at Fifer. “Did someone say the upstairs kitchenette tube is still 
functional?” 

“Yes,” said Fifer. “That’s how Thisbe went to get Kaylee and Ishibashi.” 

“Great. Well, you can put a tentative checkmark next to ‘fixing the tubes’ 
on your list, because I’m making progress.” He smiled wearily. “How are you? 
Did you sleep well?” 

“Yes,” said Fifer, even though she hadn't. “I was really tired. But now...” She 
glanced out the classroom door and across the entryway to the hospital ward, 
where the few troublemakers were growing louder, protesting their 
restrictions and shouting out about Frieda’s death. Fifer took a deep breath 
and let it out, remembering what Sky had said. “I need to make some 
decisions. I’m going to do interviews, but I also feel like I shouldnt be naive 
and start trusting them all. They did some pretty horrible things.” 

“And some of them are threatening you for doing the right thing and 
saving Artime,” said Sky. “That is not okay.” 


“Do you feel like any of them are sorry for what they did?” asked Aaron. 
“Are there any who didn’t really take part?” 

“Some of them,” said Fifer, “but does that mean we should just forgive them 
and be okay with it?” 

“We shouldn’t excuse complacency,” said Sky. 

“I think I know what I want to do with the worst of them,” said Fifer. 

Aaron gazed pointedly at his sister, as if willing her to remember 
something about his past without him having to say it. Hed made worse 
mistakes than these dissenters... who just happened to be the very people who 
hadn't been able to forgive him. As if on cue, Samheed walked in. Aaron 
shifted his gaze out the window. 

“Morning, everybody,” said Samheed. He glanced behind him as Thisbe and 
Rohan appeared together and joined them. 

“What's going on?” Thisbe asked. She didn’t look at Fifer and took a seat at 
a nearby table, sipping occasionally from a steaming-hot mug. 

“Impromptu meeting?” Rohan, also carrying a mug, sat down next to her. 

“It appears to be,” said Sky. “Before I forget, Thisbe, we brought you some 
things.” She pointed at the stacks that she and Fifer had carried inside, but 
didn’t elaborate, and Fifer didn’t add anything. While Thisbe glanced curiously 
at the journals and papers, Sky studied Aaron, then glanced at Samheed. She 
wondered how the two had gotten along stuck in the library together. “Fifer, 
how can we help you with this dilemma? I think Aaron could serve you well in 
the interview process.” 

Fifer nodded slowly. “Yes, you may be right. I was thinking several of us 
could be on a panel. Lani too, maybe?” 

Samheed nodded. “She’s coming down shortly.” 

“Great,” said Fifer. “This feels like were getting somewhere. Maybe we 
could give the people a preliminary quiz. Like, ‘If you could choose any head 
mage, alive or dead, who would it be?’ And if they write down someone awful, 
that would tell us something.” 

Samheed raised an eyebrow. “Maybe make it multiple choice. Put Frieda on 
there.” 

“And all the other head mages,” said Aaron, turning his head. “Mr. Today, 
Alex, me, and Fifer. Might want to put Claire on there, too.” He laughed 
sardonically. “Tm certain none of them will choose me.” 


“That sort of test could be disconcerting for the current head mage,” Rohan 
said quietly, looking at Fifer. “You may wish to prepare yourself for some 
surprise answers.” 

“It’s fine,” Fifer said. She knew she was in for some rough times ahead. At 
the moment, after her talk with Sky, she felt somewhat prepared. “I know a lot 
of them wouldn’t prefer me, especially after that unfortunate glass-breaking 
incident at the costume ball. And, well, I killed their leader. Obviously that’s 
on many of their minds.” A shadow crossed her face, but she continued. “Tve 
dealt with people in Artimé running away from me my whole life, and talking 
disparagingly about me and Thisbe. I think... I can take it.” 

Thisbe glanced at Fifer and caught her eye for a brief moment before Fifer 
looked away. They’d both been the source of much scorn over the years. That 
didn’t make it hurt less, but it had taught them to deal with adversity. It made 
them both think about how they needed to stick together, especially during 
tough times like these. Yet... they had to figure out how to get back on the 
same page first. 

Lani came rolling down the staircase and curved into the classroom 
nibbling on a fruity pastry. Samheed quickly filled her in. 

“Oh yes,” she said, when she heard about Fifer’s panel idea. “I want to be a 
part of this. And all of us have different perspectives on people. Samheed and 
I have had some of them as students, and we know them in that capacity. 
Others have been aggressive toward Aaron. It'll be hard to admit them back 
into the mansion unless they show true remorse.” 

“And if they don’t?” Aaron asked. “Then what? Banish them? Put them in 
confinement like they did to us? Are people allowed to have differing opinions 
in Artime? Where’s the line?” 

The questions were met with uncomfortable silence. After a minute, Fifer 
spoke. “I don’t want a jail here in Artimé. And of course we wouldn’t banish 
anyone for having a different opinion. ['m talking about the people who 
intentionally endangered your lives and who continue to be a danger to 
Artime. After thinking about it overnight, I'm not opposed to sending the 
worst of them to another island for a while.” 

“Which one of our allies do you want to terrorize?” asked Samheed, 
sounding a bit condescending. “That hardly seems fair.” 

Fifer crossed her arms and looked hard at her former instructor. “I wouldn’t 
think of terrorizing our friends,” she said. “There’s an island that’s currently 


unoccupied.” 

“Which one? The volcano island?” asked Lani. 

“No. The Island of Dragons.” 

Samheed’s jaw dropped. And then he gave a wry smile. “Never 
underestimate a Stowe,” he said. “When will I ever learn?” 

Aaron gave him a pained stare. “Clearly never.” 

Everyone else remained quiet, thinking about the logistics of turning the 
Island of Dragons into a temporary holding place. It made sense—there would 
be easy access to food and freshwater. And it wouldn't be hard for Simber to 
glide over there now and then to check on them. 

Then Aaron spoke gently to his sister. “I appreciate that you want me on 
your panel,” he said. “But I will decline. I've caused too much contention with 
the dissenters already. You'll present as a more unified jury without me in the 
mix.” 

Samheed frowned, but then his face relaxed, and he said with a hint of 
kindness, “I think you're right, Aaron. That’s big of you to see it that way. 
But”—he stiffened slightly, as if regretting his generosity—“your opinion of the 
questionable ones will actually be valuable.” 

“I agree,” Fifer said, turning to Aaron. “Will you at least be nearby to listen 
in?” 

“So now we have spies?” asked Aaron sharply. 

Fifer’s lips parted. Then she closed them. “Yes, Aaron. I’ve got no problem 
with spies. This is a serious situation. And we have precedence for that. 
Charlie and Matilda spied on you in Quill for years.” 

Lani laughed aloud. 

Aaron’s lips contorted as he tried not to. “Good point. Very well, then. I 
will be a spy.” 

Thisbe stayed quiet, sipping her tea. Then she offered, “One Stowe on the 
panel might be enough.” 

Fifer glanced up. “You don’t want to help?” she asked. 

“That’s not what I said,” Thisbe replied. “I just think the panel needs to be 
more impartial. If we put the whole family up there, it could be seen as unfair. 
I think having you is enough.” 

“That's an excellent point, Thisbe,” Lani said. “This isn’t a family rulership, 
and we don’t want to paint it as such. Fifer alone is in charge. No one should 
think otherwise.” 


“Oh,” said Fifer, feeling torn. “Yeah. I see that.” She was losing important 
panel members left and right. “But what about the dragon knowledge you have 
about the good and evil levels? Rohan, can you do it?” 

“I don’t have any dragon qualities,” Rohan reminded her. “Not to mention I 
need to be invested in my training sessions with Florence and the others. And 
remember that just because someone contains more evil than good, that 
doesn’t necessarily make them a bad person.” He glanced at Thisbe. 

Thisbe shifted uncomfortably. She felt self-conscious about that. Like 
people didn’t really understand what that meant—even she didn’t really know. 
But it wasn’t as simplistic as it sounded. She frowned as she thought. “I agree 
that having insight like that could be useful. Why not use an actual dragon? I 
think Gorgrun and Quince would feel honored to help, if you ask them.” 

“Over and over, since they won’t remember,” said Samheed under his 
breath. Lani gave him a look. 

“That's... actually a great idea,” Fifer admitted. “They’d be good to have 
around anyway—not only are they wise, but they're intimidating, and they'll 
provide an extra element of seriousness to this.” 

“If I may make a suggestion,” said Rohan, “perhaps Maiven Taveer would be 
an excellent impartial judge of character as well.” 

“Now, that’s a fine idea,” said Samheed, sitting up. “She’s a wonderful 
human being.” 

Lani agreed. “She'd be perfect.” 

“She’s... also family,” Aaron pointed out. 

Fifer frowned. “She doesn’t really feel like family to me. Not yet, anyway. 
I'm keeping her on the panel. She'll have valuable advice.” She tapped her lips, 
feeling a bit better now that things were falling into place. “So it’s me, Lani 
and Samheed, Maiven Taveer, one or both of the dragons... and Aaron as a spy 
hiding out in here? Maybe Seth and Carina and Claire can sub in if someone 
needs a break.” 

“And Simberrr,” came an unmistakable growl from across the mansion. Of 
course Simber was listening in. With his acute hearing, when was he ever not 
listening? 

“Yes, Simber,” Fifer called. “Of course.” She stood up, indicating the 
meeting was adjourned. “We'll set up in the entryway. Gorgrun and Quince 
can gather outside the front door and poke their heads in.” She let out a deep 
breath. “I’m beyond ready to bring normalcy back to Artime.” 


Then she accidentally caught Thisbe’s eye. Maybe not that ready, she 
thought. 





Second Chances 


When the sun spilled color at the edge of the sky, Dev choked and coughed and 
threw up all over himself. His body was numb from the cold, and he just 
wanted to sleep. But he'd been cold before, back when he'd occasionally been 
locked out of the castle at night. So he knew that sleep was the worst thing he 
could do. He groaned and steeled himself, then pushed up on one elbow and 
promptly wretched again. The pain in his ribs cut through the numbness. 

Mustering strength, he looked around, even though his head felt like it 
weighed as much as a full broth of kettle from the catacombs. With relief he 
discovered there were no dragons around. No Revinir. He wasn’t sure what 
had happened or how he’d escaped them. Perhaps the gods of mercy had been 
on his side again. First Drock catching him. Now this. It made him wonder if 
he was meant to live. 

He also wondered if the Revinir’s distance from the edge of the river had 
distracted the red dragon enough to allow Dev to float by unnoticed in the 
dark. Why had she stayed so far from the water? In Dev’s experience, dragons 
spent plenty of time in the water, because it was their main source of 
sustenance. 


Whatever the case, Dev was alive. And smelly. Very smelly. And now his 
throat hurt from vomiting. But he was conscious, and not captured, and very, 
very cold. His teeth chattered. His face felt puffy, and his hands were wrinkled 
like an old person’s. He was sopping wet. And he knew he needed to find 
shelter and get dry before he froze to death. 

With another deep groan he pushed himself to his feet, feeling terribly 
unsteady. “Where am I?” he whispered. The effort of talking made his throat 
sting even more. He stumbled on the bank and slipped to one knee, but 
caught himself and took in his surroundings as the sky grew brighter. The river 
was flowing downstream to his left. That meant the palace was somewhere on 
the other side of it. He’d have to cross. 

Tears pricked his eyes, and he wanted to give up. This was just one more 
difficult thing thrown at him. He felt like he might never make it in his 
condition. And he was so tired of fighting. Always, always fighting against the 
elements. Fighting for food. Fighting for shelter. Fighting dragons and fighting 
sleep and fighting images in his mind, just to have one good, decent thing in 
his life. And now here he was, on the wrong side of a river, freezing and weak 
and not sure if he could fight the current. 

The image of the river and the branch came back to him. That scene had 
happened in real life. To him. Had it been a gift from his ancestors? It made 
him feel encouraged, though only slightly. Maybe he really was meant to be 
alive. 

He hugged himself, then slapped his arms and chest, trying to garner some 
warmth but only making his skin sting. Bolstered, he let out an aggravated 
sigh and sloshed into the water. He used his anger at the disparity in life to 
propel him forward, slogging across the river one hard step at a time. In the 
middle he had to swim. The current swept his feet from under him, and he 
swirled once and went down. But then his feet found the bottom again, and he 
bobbed back up and pressed onward. Finally he made it out the other side. 

He wanted to shout in frustration, but he couldn’t. He wanted to scream at 
the sky, at the ground. At the river. At the distance he'd have to walk and the 
flights of stairs he’d have to climb and at everything else that stood in his way 
of his being dry and comfortable. At the castle and the king and Princess 
Shanti. At the Revinir for making his already miserable life even worse than 
he’d ever thought possible. At the red dragon for not choosing a different 
place to stop and fish. 


And at Thisbe for abandoning him. “How could you do that?” he cried, 
clutching his sodden shirt and plodding onward, his expression filled with 
agony. She'd left him for her own safety. And she hadn’t come back. Dev 
remembered what the Revinir had said. Not one person in this world cares about 
you. 

Dev pressed forward between bushes and trees, looking through tears and a 
blinding sunrise for anything that seemed familiar, knowing this was the right 
direction. Looking for onion bulbs against the sky. And finally, through the 
brush, he saw them. 

Somehow he made it there. Barefoot, for apparently he'd lost his ragged 
shoes in the river. He entered the center tower and scared off the foxes. Then 
he crawled up the spiral staircase, six flights to the top. He threw himself onto 
the floor and slid over to the fireplace on torn, bloody hands and knees. Every 
movement made him cry out in pain. He grunted as he tossed a log into the 
fireplace, clutched his side as he took a deep breath, and blew fire at the 
kindling until it caught and he collapsed. After a moment he got back up, 
took off his wet clothes, ripped the fabric off one of the rotting sofas, and 
wrapped himself in it. He lay down by the fire and stayed there for hours. 
Maybe days, he wasn’t sure. 

The world had come after Dev for the hundredth time. It still hadn’t 
broken him completely, but it had come closer than ever before. And he knew 
he might not survive when it came for him again. 





Lose You Forever 


Hey, Fife?” said Thisbe as the others dispersed from the meeting. “Can I have a 
minute?” Rohan hesitated, a question in his eyes, but Thisbe urged him on, so 
he left. 

“Hey, Thiz,” said Fifer. “Uh...” She looked out the doorway like she had to be 
somewhere. She wasn’t sure she was ready to tackle this problem too. 

Thisbe eyed her. “Do you have another meeting?” 

“I was just, um...” Fifer tapped the corner of a table. “No. I guess I can let 
Lani and Samheed set up the panel.” 

“Do you want to talk about... everything?” Thisbe seemed as hesitant as 
Fifer felt, but in a way Fifer was glad Thisbe was pressing to talk. 

Fifer nodded. She closed the classroom door so they would have privacy. 
Then she turned and studied her sister. Thisbe was taller and more muscular 
than shed been the last time Fifer had really looked at her. “So...” Fifer 
swallowed hard and cringed. This was not going to be easy. Where should they 
begin? 

“You've changed,” Thisbe said. 

“You mean you've changed,” said Fifer defensively. 


“Fair,” said Thisbe. “That’s true. Being held captive as a slave does that to a 
person.” 

Fifer blinked. Did this argument go that far back? She had to think hard 
about when they'd begun to grow distant. She pinched the bridge of her nose 
and remembered when they’d been separated in Dragonsmarche: Thisbe to 
captivity in the catacombs and Fifer pelted with shards of glass. She’d nearly 
died, and Simber had taken her home, leaving Thisbe behind. Things hadn’t 
been the same since way back then. “Oof,” said Fifer, sitting down heavily. 
“This is going to take more than a few minutes, isn’t it.” 

Thisbe offered a crooked smile and sat across from her. “I was just thinking 
the same thing. But... I’m here for it. If you are.” 

Fifer looked up and held Thisbe’s gaze. For the first time in a long time, she 
got a glimpse inside her sister’s heart. “I want to get you back,” she said. “I miss 
you so much.” 

Thisbe’s bottom lip quivered. She reached out a hand. “I can’t stand the 
thought of losing you forever. Let’s figure this out.” 


»Yy «K€ « 


They talked through everything. Instead of telling each other all the things 
they'd done and all the hard times they'd experienced that the other one 
hadn't, they told each other how scared they'd been without the other. “I was 
so lonely and afraid,” Thisbe confessed. “I saw that glass shatter and hit you, 
and then I was taken down into the catacombs—it was horrible. My biggest 
fear was that you were dead, and I didn’t know for such a long time if it was 
true.” 

“Mine was not knowing where you were once we returned for you,” Fifer 
said. “I felt so helpless in that forest. Like I was failing you every moment. And 
then, when you werent in the catacombs and Alex died...” She shook her head. 
“You think someone is invincible, and they’re gone in an instant? It felt like I 
couldn’t catch my breath for weeks. Everything hurt. And I still didn’t have 
you. It was such a dark time.” 

Thisbe thought about when she and Sky and Rohan had found Alex’s grave. 
She was still struggling mightily with how she felt, and all she could do was 
repeat a phrase she'd said before. “I’m sad I didn’t get to know him like you 


did.” It came out a little stiffly, but it was the best Thisbe could do on this 
topic. 

“Me too. I think you would have liked him.” 

Thisbe wasn’t sure about that. 

They talked on, but they also listened to each other. They let each other 
speak, even when the words didn’t come out quite right. And they apologized 
and vowed to be better to each other. To not jump to conclusions. To ask 
more questions and listen more. To not always accept the surface response as 
the true answer, but to dig deeper until their vulnerabilities were exposed. 
That was how they'd been before. That’s how they wanted to be again. 

“Ic'll be different, though,” Fifer mused. “Before, we were two menaces in 
the eyes of Artimeans, united by being outcasts. Hopefully, they don’t see us 
like that anymore.” 

“Ah,” said Thisbe, looking at her sister with a gleam in her eye, “but now 
we'll be two menaces against the world, united in eliminating tyrants. So it’s 
still kind of the same.” 

“Kind of,” said Fifer with a half smile. And even though they both knew 
that change was inevitable going forward—big, massive changes as they 
pursued their new roles—they agreed to do better in sharing their goals and 
desires with each other. Not to compete, but to support. They knew being 
twins was always going to be something most people didn’t have the luxury to 
experience. But they also knew that they had to work on their special bond in 
order to keep it. 

Eventually they ran out of problems to fix between them, and the air felt 
clear once again. Both of them sat with their feelings for a moment, exhausted 
but content that they'd said all they needed to say to put the fights and hurts 
behind them and attempt to move toward a closer bond once more. It wasn’t 
going to be easy. But it was going to be. 

“Let’s connect soon, like old times,” Fifer said to Thisbe. “Walks on the 
shore. I want to get to know you again.” 

“Tm in,” said Thisbe. She stood up and went around the table. “Are you 
okay with a hug?” 

Fifer nodded, and the sisters embraced. “m here for you,” Thisbe 
whispered. 

“Tm here for you, too,” said Fifer. Things weren’t back to normal between 
them. But they were finally headed in the right direction. 





Trial by Jury 


After Thisbe and Fifer ironed things out between them, Thisbe pointed to 
Queen Eagala’s books. “What are these?” 

Fifer quickly explained Queen Eagala’s journals and how she and Sky had 
obtained them. When Rohan returned, he and Thisbe started reading through 
them, looking for clues that would help them understand the Revinir. 

Fifer left them and joined up with her fellow panelists, who'd gathered in 
the entryway. They talked through their strategy, then went to work 
interviewing dissenters, starting with the ones who seemed to have done the 
least amount of damage and appeared the most remorseful. 


DKK 


Over the next several days the panel drilled the dissenters one at a time about 
their roles in the civil war. Sometimes Seth or Carina sat in to give one of the 
others a break, but Fifer wanted to hear from each person herself. Simber, 
Florence, and the dragons had a pretty good idea of who the bad seeds were, 
having watched over them since the battle began. Their true colors showed 


through the longer they had to wait to be interviewed. There were several who 
were more than a little angry at Fifer. And some who threatened her for what 
she’d done. 

Aaron traveled back and forth between the Island of Shipwrecks and 
Artime, fetching tools and bringing materials he found from ship wreckages 
to reconstruct the three tube panels that had been destroyed. As promised, he 
listened in on the interviews without being seen, and gave Fifer feedback 
whenever she asked for it. Simber listened in as well from his spot in front of 
the hospital ward. Every now and then Fifer would catch Simber’s eye and nod 
or frown, and Simber would respond nonverbally to indicate his opinion. 
Gorgrun and Quince gave their verdicts about the hearts of the people, and 
Maiven proved to have the most poised and thoughtful questions to get at the 
heart of the individual’s motivations. There was something about her royal 
presence that brought many of the dissenters to understand what serious harm 
they'd done and show deep shame for it. 

It was a relief to discover that many of them were sorry for their actions. 
They'd gotten caught up in it, they said. Interview after interview, that was the 
common thread. Looking back at the way things had escalated, they couldn't 
believe they'd let Frieda’s fear- and hate-based momentum carry them to do 
such awful things to their fellow Unwanteds. Many of them confessed to not 
wanting to participate in the siege but also not knowing what to do about it 
at that point. Things had gone too far. They feared for their own lives, if 
Frieda had discovered that they wanted out. 

Several of the dissenters begged to speak to the ones who'd been trapped in 
the remote rooms so they could confess and apologize. Others wrote letters to 
the ones they'd harmed. 

“I froze Seth and put him in the tube to the lounge,” sobbed one man. “Tm 
so sorry. I used to help care for him when he was a little boy, while Carina was 
gone with Alex rescuing people. I can’t believe I did it. I don’t know how I 
turned into this person.” 

“I was responsible for pushing the frozen mages out of the tube onto the 
floor of the lounge,” said a woman. “Neighbors from my own hallway whom 
I've lived near for years. I’m ashamed of myself.” 

“Tm the one who destroyed the last working tube with magical 
sledgehammers,” confessed another. “Everyone was in a frenzy, and Garrit was 
screaming at me to do it! I couldn't think! And I couldn't sleep after that. I 


don’t deserve to be an Unwanted anymore. I accept whatever punishment you 
see fit to give me.” 

But some weren't so remorseful. One of them rushed the table that the jury 
sat behind, trying to attack Fifer. Simber flattened him in an instant before he 
could do any harm, but it rattled Fifer and the rest of them. They locked him 
back up in the hospital ward until all the interviews were finished. 

As the days and processes continued, tears were shed across the panel and 
throughout the mansion. In the end, most of the dissenters were allowed to 
stay and were sentenced to labor around Artimé, fixing and cleaning up the 
things they’d destroyed. Seven unrepentant dissenters, including Frieda’s 
friend Garrit, were sentenced to the Island of Dragons for a time to be 
determined, with no means of escape. Quince offered to deliver them as soon 
as the interviews were over, and Simber flew alongside in case Quince forgot 
what he was supposed to be doing. 

At long last, Fifer put out a statement through the blackboards: 

Dear friends, it read. The world of Artimé is in a period of mourning and 
reflection. We have heard from all of you, and I, as your head mage, feel compassion 
for the stories you've shared. We appreciate your cooperation and expect you to begin 
your assigned duties immediately. If you have any last words to say to the panel, 
please come forward today. 
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After dinner that night, as Fifer waited for Simber and Quince to return, she 
found Thisbe and Rohan on the lawn, resting near Gorgrun. She took a breath 
and ventured toward them, wanting to follow through with her agreement 
with Thisbe to be purposeful about reconnecting, and wanting to get to know 
Rohan a little better. “Am I interrupting?” Fifer asked. 

Thisbe smiled and patted the grass next to her. “I was just thinking about 
you. We saw Simber and Quince take off with the prisoners. It must have been 
hard to banish people, but I’m especially glad you sent that Garrit guy away. 
He was the worst.” 

“Here’s hoping he doesn’t do anything to mess with Pan’s island, or she’s 
going to be really mad. If she ever comes home, that is.” Fifer sat down wearily 
next to her sister and leaned back on her elbows. “I’m glad we're finally done 


with this so we can get on with fixing things,” she said. “It went all right, you 
know? Better than I expected. Maiven is a champion. I’m so glad we had her 
help.” 

Rohan smiled. “I saw her head to her room this afternoon once you finished 
with everyone,” he said. “She said she had a splitting headache after all of that 
drama. The chefs prepared something mysteriously fragrant and effervescent 
in a tall glass for her to take with her.” 

“She deserves whatever treat that was,” said Fifer with a laugh. She sank 
back into the grass and closed her eyes. “I still can’t believe our grandmother is 
a queen. Did I tell you Aaron flipped out when I introduced him to her?” 

“You told me. They have lunch together every day now,” said Thisbe. “It’s 
very cute.” 

“I love that. I can see them getting along really well.” Fifer paused. “How is 
training with Florence going for everyone?” 

“Great,” said Thisbe. “Rohan is turning into one of our superstars.” 

Fifer opened one eye. “Oooh, really?” 

“Yes. He reminds me of [brahim and how quickly he picked up the art of 
magic,” Thisbe said. “Plus, he’s got really fluid moves like a dancer.” 

“Are you a dancer?” Fifer asked Rohan, sitting up. “You might have heard 
about our yearly costume ball.” 

Thisbe groaned in jest. “We're not doing another ball.” 

Fifer ignored her. “Dancing is... well... encouraged. Unless you're me.” She 
laughed a little too hard, from exhaustion but also remembering her fight with 
Seth at the last ball. “Never mind about that.” 

Thisbe shot Rohan an amused look. “I'll tell you all about it later,” she said. 

“Yes, later,” said Fifer. “Please don’t recount it in front of me.” It still 
bothered her a little. She'd felt pretty isolated and purposeless for a while. But 
that was quickly changing. She had almost too much responsibility now. 
“Where is Seth, anyway?” 

“He’s been a bit scarce,” Thisbe said. “But he joined us in training the last 
few days. I think he wanted to get a little refresher course.” 

“I need to talk to Florence about starting up a session for other mages 
feeling the same way,” Fifer mumbled. She was too tired to move now. “I'll do 
it tomorrow.” 

“What’s the occasion for that?” asked Rohan. “Is it common practice for the 
skilled mages to train randomly?” 


Fifer sat up. “We do refresher sessions now and then, but especially when 
we anticipate any sort of unrest.” Her mind felt suddenly weary too. “Like... 
with you and the land of the dragons. Florence and I want to be able to help 
you. When the time comes, I mean.” Hopefully, Fifer would have plenty of 
time to get things in order here and rejuvenate first. A year or two sounded 
about right. She couldn’t stand the thought of leaving again so soon. 

“Really? Is that right?” Rohan seemed extraordinarily moved by the 
sentiment. 

“I told you,” Thisbe said to him. She leaned in and pressed a kiss on his 
cheek. “Our people care about this situation. They’re going to help us when we 
go back.” 

“Um, right.” Fifer gave a wan smile. She hadn't exactly agreed to help them 
that soon. But they would cross that bridge when they came to it. She was just 
becoming friends again with Thisbe and didn’t want to jeopardize that, 
especially while things were still a bit shaky between them. 

“That's very generous,” Rohan said. “Especially after what you've been 
through. We're so grateful for your help. Truly.” 

“Mmm. No problem,” Fifer said. She was starting to feel a bit overwhelmed. 
And then she added weakly, “After all, you just helped save Artime, and we 
couldn’t have done it without your team. It’s... the least we can do.” But Fifer 
could feel a weight pressing inside her chest at the thought of one more 
wearying journey and dangerous fight to add to her list of things to do. She 
couldn’t stand to think about it now. Not when this job was so new and 
Artimé still so fragile. It was all too much to handle. 





Growing in Power 


Once things began to resemble normalcy in Artime, Kaylee and Ishibashi went 
back to the Island of Shipwrecks. Aaron finished his work on the tube control 
panels and, with a little magic, repaired the three main tubes and got 
everything running smoothly again to the remote rooms. 

Lani, Fifer, and Simber found Kitten so they could make another attempt 
at figuring out Mr. Today’s clue. As they ascended the stairs, the three of them 
who weren't Kitten recollected that she had five lives remaining. But Kitten 
insisted it was only four. And though the others couldn’t come up with one of 
the instances of her death, they took her word for it—perhaps she'd been 
crushed at some point alone with no one else around to notice. 

In the secret hallway Kitten showed the others where to find the tiny clue 
on the door, which was indeed the one on the head-mage-apartment side of 
the secret hallway. As it turned out, only Kitten could open it with a mew 
spell. She did so, and Fifer swung the door wide. Inside was a small vestibule 
with magical panels labeled THEATER, LIBRARY, and LOUNGE. “Well, what do you 
know,” said Lani. Merely pressing a button next to each made the panels melt 
away and allowed one to step directly into the remote room. 


Fifer, Lani, and Kitten went into the lounge via this method and noted that 
the placement of the secret panel was on the back wall by the band stage. They 
searched the area around the panel and discovered a tiny nub of a button that 
blended into the paneling, situated above eye level. No one had ever noticed it 
before. All they had to do was tap it to open and close it. “I can’t believe this 
was here all along,” Lani exclaimed. “We sat down here for days, and that 
button was there all this time. It’s maddening! We should tell several key 
people about it so they know it’s an emergency exit.” 

“Tm not so sure I want to do that,” said Fifer. “I can see the reason why Mr. 
Today kept this a secret. It would allow anyone who knows about the panels 
to access the secret hallway, even if they aren't magical enough to enter it from 
the balcony. That could be dangerous.” 

“Hmm,” said Lani. “I hadnt thought of it that way. But at least a few of us 
know now. That should be enough to prevent a disaster in the future.” 

The three of them went on to find the doors in the other two rooms and 
locate the tiny buttons. Then they returned to the secret hallway, where 
Simber was waiting. “Do we need to keep this main door to the alcove locked 
magically?” Lani mused. “It would be annoying to require Kitten’s presence in 
order to open it. I recall Mr. Today used to carry Kitten in his pocket in the 
early days, so it made sense for him. But maybe it’s not a problem, since we 
won't need it often.” 

Fifer considered the options. “While it would be easier to remove this 
alcove door completely, I trust Mr. Today’s original intentions. And I want to 
preserve the traits of the secret hallway as much as possible. Kitten is usually 
pretty easy to find.” 

“All fair points,” agreed Lani. “We'll keep this new information close.” 

“Kitten,” Fifer instructed, “please use your best instincts when deciding 
whether to open this door. I trust you.” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten. 

With that settled, Lani turned to Fifer. “What’s next on your list?” 

“I need to locate an extra head mage robe to keep in Florence’s quiver. That 
worked so well as a storage place.” 

“I know exactly where Frieda’s robe ended up,” said Lani. “Let’s go knock 
this one out too.” 


DKK 


While Fifer was slowly crossing off tasks on her New Head Mage List of 
Things to Do, Seth, Ibrahim, and Clementi joined Thisbe and the others from 
Grimere on the lawn every day to learn from Florence. Sometimes Carina and 
Samheed participated too, as well as Sean, Scarlet, and Thatcher. Even Henry 
sat in on a few trainings when he wasn’t busy in the hospital ward. 

The black-eyed team trained physically and magically, honed their weapon 
skills, and grew stronger. They worked harder than they'd ever worked before, 
knowing the future of the land of the dragons was in their hands, and it could 
slip through their fingers if they didn’t do this right. Getting their land back 
was up to them. And if they didn’t succeed, they would not only be failing 
themselves as leaders, but they'd be failing a nation of people and a league of 
ghost dragons who were waiting to die. Everything rested on their ability to 
take down the Revinir for good. “We have one shot,” Thisbe announced, and 
she reminded them of it daily. It became the mantra of her people. One chance 
to get it right. 

In the evenings, Seth and Rohan worked together to teach Artiméans and 
those from Grimere to speak the other land’s language. Thisbe and Fifer often 
sat in together to absorb this knowledge, and before long the groups were 
communicating much better than before. 


»Yy«K « 


One morning Florence took Thisbe aside. “I want you to have these,” Florence 
said, and handed her four tiny boxes that fit easily in the palm of Thisbe’s 
hand. “These are obliterate spell components,” she said. “They are individually 
packaged for safety’s sake.” She trained Thisbe on how to use them, and how 
not to. “We'll use one for practice,” she said. “The rest are for you, and you 
only. Understand?” 

Thisbe understood. 

Then Florence and Thisbe took a day trip out to sea in one of the pirate 
ships that was big enough to hold Florence’s weight. With them they towed an 
old boat that was no longer seaworthy or of use to the people of Artime. They 
stopped near a sandbar some distance off the northern coast of Quill and 
maneuvered the old boat onto the sand. Then they sailed a short distance 


away. When they'd gone far enough, Thisbe removed one of the four 
components from its box and held it tightly in her hand. She concentrated as 
Florence had instructed and threw it with all her might. 

“Obliterate!” she cried. She and Florence hit the deck and covered their 
heads with their hands. The component found its mark. An explosion roared, 
shaking the ship and rattling through Thisbe’s chest and ears. Splinters rained 
down on them. When it stopped, Thisbe and Florence gingerly went to look 
out over the water. The boat—and the sandbar!—were completely gone. Only 
tiny bits of wood floated around them. 

“Oh my,” said Thisbe under her breath. “Everything is... gone.” 

“That’s how powerful the obliterate spell is,” said Florence. “I wanted you to 
see it. And I hope you never need to use it.” 

“That was such a wide area of coverage,” said Thisbe. “Good in a few 
situations, I suppose. But not in others. I'll definitely think hard about using 
something like this, Florence. You can trust me to be careful.” 

“I do trust you,” said Florence, “or I wouldn’t have given them to you.” 

They returned to Artimé as the sun set. Thisbe carried her three remaining 
obliterate components in their little indestructible boxes inside her vest. As 
they anchored the ship in the lagoon, they could see a group of former 
dissenters carrying out their sentences, working to swab the decks on the 
other ships. There was another group digging on the lawn near the existing 
garden, creating a spacious new extension for Henry’s herbs and other 
medicinal plants. 

“Looks like Fifer came up with some good sentences,” said Thisbe. 

“Do you wish you'd stepped into the role?” Florence asked her. 

Thisbe hesitated. Sure, she'd thought about it. More as a way to protect 
Fifer from the people who were threatening her than because she wanted to 
rule Artime. She still couldn’t shake her feelings about how she'd lost Alex and 
the guilt that had come with that, and she couldn't stand the thought of losing 
Fifer the same way. At least the twins were on the road to healing their 
relationship. But Thisbe continued to fear for Fifer’s life in the role that had 
taken one Stowe already. 

“Sometimes I think about that,” Thisbe said carefully. “But not because I 
want to run this land. My heart is in Grimere. But I can’t stand the thought of 
those prisoners on the Island of Dragons coming back after they’ve served 
their sentence and doing something... terrible.” 


Florence nodded. “I’m worried about that too. I want you to know that 
Simber and I will be acutely aware of that when the time comes. None of us 
want to lose another Stowe.” 

Thisbe grimaced. Her feelings about Alex began churning again. 

“What is it?” Florence asked. “Did I say something wrong? Would you 
rather I didn’t mention Alex anymore?” 

Thisbe tried to smile. “It’s not that,” she said quietly. She almost confided in 
Florence, but she felt too much shame and guilt to admit to the warrior that 
she thought she wasn’t grieving properly because she just hadnt felt much love 
for her brother. Especially when she knew how much Florence had loved him. 
“It’s just... Pm just dealing with some stuff. About... that.” She frowned and 
shook her head. “I don’t really want to talk about it. Okay?” 

“Okay,” said Florence. “I’m here if you ever change your mind.” 

“Thanks.” Thisbe was quiet for a moment. “Fifer’s perfect for this role. She’s 
the right person.” 

“She’s going to do just fine as head mage,” agreed Florence. “I know things 
are a little stressful right now. But if anyone can overcome adversity and turn 
people’s scorn into admiration, it’s Fifer. I look forward to a long and 
prosperous reign.” 

Thisbe nodded, but her expression remained troubled. There was 
something ominous about Florence’s words. A long and prosperous reign. Thisbe 
didn’t like to tempt fate—not after what had happened with Alex. And with 
everything the Stowes had been through, Thisbe of all people knew there were 
no guarantees of anyone surviving the enormously tough job of head mage of 
Artime... with the added duty of being ally to the black-eyed people of the 
land of the dragons. 





Solitude and Peace 


Dev recovered and his strength returned as many uneventful days passed. The 
palace began to feel more and more like it belonged to him and him alone. He 
started fixing little things here and there, caring for the place. He honored the 
way it had once been but knew it would never return to that glamour—not 
with him the only one working on it, anyway. But that was okay. Dev didn’t 
need things to be fancy. He cleaned up the library, dusting everything, 
straightening the books, and sweeping the carpets with an old broken-handled 
broom he'd found in a storage closet in the courtyard’s open-air kitchen. 

He'd found some other things by now as well that no one else over the 
years had deemed valuable enough to steal. Some random pieces of clothing 
that he'd discovered wadded up in a laundry room were a bit big for him, but 
a welcome addition to his limited and deteriorating wardrobe. Shoes, too, that 
appeared to be in a style Shanti might have worn. Dev didn’t care what they 
looked like as long as they protected his feet and stayed on without giving him 
blisters. 

His best clothing prize was a long, brown woolen skirt with a useful gold 
pin in it to adjust the fit. The skirt was warm and soft and very comfortable. 
He wasn’t sure if the pin was real gold or just gold-coated, but it was definitely 


his most valuable find so far, and he was pleased that the looters had 
overlooked it. He took pride in wearing the pin at his hip and made sure to 
flash it to the family of foxes whenever he went by. It was a great relief to 
replace his old rags, which weren’t going to last much longer. 

Now that his feet had healed after his mad run over sticks and stones, and 
now that he had new shoes, he explored the four smaller towers, confirming 
his fears that they were uninhabitable. Two of the staircases weren't safe to 
climb at all due to heavy debris and towers that were caving in. In one, a few 
of the metal stairs inside had melted. He wasn’t quite sure what could have 
caused such a disaster but wondered if it had been the result of dragon fire. In 
the base of that tower he noticed a few large, black, porous rocks that held on 
to a terrible stench. Had some smaller bits of the meteors landed here and 
begun the destruction of this once-beautiful place? 

Dev ventured farther outside every day as well to get fish from the river, 
even though revisiting the place where he’d nearly died made his body shake 
uncontrollably. He didn’t like to be away from home for too long, preferring 
instead to be in the cozy library tower with his lookout windows in all 
directions and his warm fire—he couldn't seem to get enough of the fireplace 
lately after his lengthy experience in the cold river. 

His ribs healed. Each day was a little better, and Dev grew curious about 
what lay beyond the palace grounds. On his walks, with his new brown skirt 
brushing the tops of the long grass, he found several kinds of trees that bore 
fruit. There was an apple orchard south of the palace that was flourishing, 
apparently oblivious to the death and destruction surrounding it. Fruit rotted 
on the ground between the trees, and small animals seemed to enjoy snacking 
on it without taking too much notice of the new human who roamed about. 
Dev only collected what fruit he needed for a few days, plus a couple of extra 
pieces to leave for the foxes. He was careful to respect the animals’ space and 
tried not to tread on their paths or scare them away. 

Daytime was easier for him. At night he looked fearfully out of the 
windows for splashes of fire in the darkness or other signs of the Revinir. In 
between these mild panic sessions, Dev tried to soothe his fears by playing the 
various instruments. He wasn’t very good at any of them, but he was learning 
how they worked and getting better a little at a time. And he found books 
that showed pictures of them so he could learn what to call them. Lyre. 


Piccolo. Sitar. Mandolin. Kanjira. They had regal-sounding names that seemed 
to fit in with this formerly glorious place. 

Dev talked to himself as he went about his daily chores to keep himself 
company. Not too much to be annoying, for he found he really enjoyed the 
quiet. But sometimes he preached elaborately to an invisible Thisbe about how 
she'd abandoned him and tried to plot out what he'd actually say to her if he 
ever saw her again. Sometimes he was angry with her, but more and more 
often as time passed he came up with valid reasons for her to have left 
Grimere without him. He would be hurt, yet understanding. 

“Perhaps you have returned to Grimere and you're looking for me now,” he 
mused. “How would I know? Maybe you're feeling terrible about everything. 
Maybe you can’t sleep at night because youre worried.” 

That’s the thought he preferred to dwell on when he went to bed. For some 
reason it brought him comfort when he felt most alone and scared. “Yes,” he 
said sleepily as he turned in one night. “I see you are very sorry. I understand 
you had to sneak the others out when you had a chance. Oh? You returned the 
next day but heard rumors that I had perished? That makes sense.” 

What didn’t make sense was that the Revinir was out roaming different 
parts of the land of the dragons. He hoped she hadn’t gone to the cavelands to 
terrorize the ghost dragons. But there probably wasn’t much she could do to 
them. They couldnt kill her, but they could drive her away easily enough. Why 
had she come all the way out here to the palace only to leave soon after? Who 
was she looking for? He couldn’t stop making guesses. She might have been 
searching for him, but then again maybe she wasn’t. Did she still believe him 
dead? Or had Drock been forced to spill the beans on that? And speaking of 
Drock, would he ever figure out where Dev was? Would Astrid remember to 
tell him if he showed up looking for him? 

It was a concern for Dev, but not nearly a big enough one to make him 
want to find out the answer by physically going anywhere. These peaceful 
days, after the world had tried for the umpteenth time to do him in, were a 
welcome relief and a much-needed respite for a boy who'd been a slave all his 
life. 

He could get used to this solitary way of living. He could even find it in his 
heart to forgive Thisbe if she had a good enough reason for abandoning him. 
But the more days that passed, the more Dev got a feeling that something bad 


was coming again. Dread was his primary emotion. It was the only thing he 
could count on. 

The fact that the Revinir hadn't roared in weeks was of growing concern. 
What did it mean? Had something happened to her? Or was she doing it on 
purpose to hide her whereabouts? She was the most devious creature Dev had 
ever known, so of course he had to imagine the worst. “What is the worst 
thing she could do?” Dev wondered aloud. “And where is she? How in the 
world is anyone going to be able to stop her?” With that familiar feeling of 
dread, Dev realized the future of this land might really be up to him and 
Drock. It gave him nightmares. 

That night he dreamed of the most horrible thing he could ever imagine— 
the Revinir returning and capturing him, then imprisoning him in the castle 
dungeon and torturing him to the edge of his life. The nightmare was so 
powerful it made him sweat and cry out and fall off the sofa. 

He knew he wasn’t safe here. He wasn’t safe anywhere. He may as well give 
himself up rather than live with this fear all the time. Maybe the soldiers in 
the catacombs would take him back and let him work there quietly. He knew 
how to use the elevator entrance in Dragonsmarche—he’d seen the soldiers do 
it. Could he just slip down there in the middle of the night? At least the 
Revinir and her mind-controlled dragons couldn't get to him down there. 

In the morning, Dev dressed in his long skirt and a jacket and packed up 
his few extra pieces of clothing. He cooked and ate a fish and filled his canteen 
and an old wineskin hed unearthed with water. Then he returned to the 
library and stared out the east window in the direction of the crater lake and 
tried to talk himself into setting out for the one place Drock had warned him 
not to return to. 

But his lead feet wouldn’t walk. His soul had attached to the library, and 
his heart to the land. He wasn’t going anywhere. 

It was a decision he would soon come to regret. 





Growing Restless 


Over time, Thisbe and Fifer naturally fell into a practice they'd begun in their 
childhood, meeting up with Seth on the lawn after a long day and taking a 
walk along the shore to the lagoon. Seth was busy today, which was fine, 
because Fifer and Thisbe were ready for a break from the constant activity of 
the past weeks and hoping for a little quiet twin time. They were still trying to 
navigate the changes each of them had experienced since they'd been torn 
apart. And trying to patch up the broken parts. They'd grown closer during 
these weeks together. That was comforting after all they'd gone through. 

“How is your team coming together?” Fifer asked. 

“Better than I expected,” said Thisbe. “Everybody’s making progress. Maiven 
is picking up techniques from Florence and vice versa. Those two have become 
best friends. And the others are the strongest I’ve seen them.” She paused. “I 
think were almost ready.” Thisbe felt a flicker of sadness at the thought of 
leaving, but at the same time she was more than eager to go. 

But Fifer felt a wave of panic. Almost ready? What did that mean for her? 
But she remained quiet. Maybe Thisbe would sense that it wasn’t quite the 
right time for Artimé to step in. But Maiven and the children and ghost 


dragons had unselfishly left their chaotic land to help Artimé. Fifer felt like 
she couldn't refuse to do the same whenever they felt like it was the right time 
to go. 

Thisbe went on. “It’s been monumentally helpful being here and training. 
The others learning magic was something I never imagined they could do, so 
that’s been great. And we're all stocked up on components and learning how 
to make a few too. I think we have everything we need. The new message spell 
and the obliterate components, among everything else. Thanks for letting us 
use your lawn to practice everything.” 

Fifer laughed. “It’s not my lawn, but you're welcome.” They strayed to the 
water's edge, feeling the cool waves splash their feet. “Florence told me that the 
remake of the obliterate spell turned out to be even more powerful than the 
one Alex used years ago. That seems a bit scary.” 

“Yeah, it was pretty shocking to see how destructive it is,” Thisbe admitted. 
“Even for me.” She patted her interior vest pocket, to which she'd added a flap 
and button to keep its contents extra protected. “I’m hoping we never need to 
use them.” 

Fifer agreed. Then, to get a better sense of Thisbe’s thoughts on timing, she 
ventured a few questions. “I was wondering, now that we've got the majority 
of the dissenters back on good behavior, if you'd like Florence to start training 
our Artiméan team in any specific way. What would be most helpful? And... 
um, what sort of timeline are we looking at?” 

“Hmm,” Thisbe said, sensing something in Fifer’s question and throwing a 
curious glance her way. “I guess Florence’s usual training would be best, along 
with more combat training.” 

“Kaylee could help with that,” said Fifer. She kept her eyes down, but she 
could feel her shoulders tensing. 

Thisbe nodded, but she didn’t take her measured gaze off Fifer. “I've been 
turning this over and over in my head, and I'm still not sure how we're going 
to take the Revinir down. Or... when would be the best time for you to come 
to our aid. Rohan and Maiven and I have been discussing it. We haven’t come 
to any hard conclusions yet, but we absolutely don’t want to go at her half- 
prepared. We want the full force all at once. It’s the only way to beat her.” 

“Oh, okay,” Fifer said, feeling a bit of relief. 

“Tm not convinced that'll be anytime in the next few weeks. But once we’re 
ready, it'll have to be go time.” 


Fifer blew out a silent breath. “Got it. We'll... get ourselves prepared.” 

Thisbe paused, then laughed. “We sound so old, planning attacks like this.” 

Fifer glanced at her sister. “I think we were forced to grow up fast. Just like 
our brothers.” 

Thisbe stopped laughing. She stepped over a rock along the shore. “Do you 
still miss him?” 

“Who? Alex?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I do,” Fifer said. “A lot. We really got to be friends there at the end.” 

Thisbe was quiet for a moment. “I’m glad for you.” 

A pang of sorrow pierced through Fifer’s chest. “Thanks. But I’m sad for 
you. You must still be really conflicted about it.” 

Thisbe took in a sharp breath. “I am. I’m not sure Pll ever get past my weird 
feelings about everything. It was...” She blew out the breath. “Good grief, it 
was so hard.” 

“Because...” 

“Because...” Tears sprang to Thisbe’s eyes. “Because I don’t know how to 
grieve for someone I didn’t... really... like.” 

“Oh, Thisbe,” said Fifer, turning to her. 

“I... have so much guilt about it. And I’m jealous of you, in a strange way. 
Not because I want to hurt like you're hurting—obviously no one wants that. 
But because I guess I wanted to have the thing that came before the hurt. The 
love that caused the pain.” She was quiet for a moment. “I don’t have that. And 
I feel terrible about it. Like I missed out on something that I'll never be able to 
get back.” 

Fifer didn’t know what to say. “I don’t think there’s a rule about how to 
grieve, Thisbe,” she said gently. “I just remember something Florence told me 
once, that all feelings are valid, no matter what they are. Whether they seem 
appropriate or not, you have a right to feel them. Knowing that has made it 
easier for me.” 

Thisbe wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “That’s good advice,” she said. “Tm 
struggling through it. It'll be manageable, I think. Eventually.” 

Fifer took Thisbe’s hand, and they walked together like they'd done so 
many times as children. But this time, a spark of energy pulsed between them. 
Thisbe’s confession had made Fifer feel closer than ever to her. It was such a 
relief to have her sister confide in her again. 


Soon they reached the jungle and continued along the sea to the lagoon. 
After a while Fifer asked, “What's it like holding hands with Rohan?” 

Thisbe kept her gaze on the sand. “It’s... nice. Warm. He was there when Sky 
and I found Alex’s grave. He’s been really... I don’t know. I feel like he’s a part 
of my soul that had been missing my whole life. We're so connected. So close. I 
can't really imagine life without him.” 

The words stung Fifer in a way she hadn't expected. She tried to swallow 
the jealousy she felt. Did Thisbe mean that she was closer with Rohan than 
with her? And if so, why did that bother Fifer so much after all the healing 
they'd worked hard to do? 

Thisbe glanced at Fifer and saw her expression. She hastened to explain. 
“When I was all alone in the catacombs, Rohan and I went through so much 
together. You know? Our lives will never be the same after what we 
experienced. Maybe a little like how you and Alex bonded. Or you and Seth 
when you were searching for me. Or... Dev, even.” She grimaced. 

“I never wanted to kiss any of them,” Fifer blurted out. She glanced 
sideways. “You kiss him on the lips, right? What is that like?” 

“Yes, a few times.” Thisbe could feel the heat rising to her face as she 
remembered her first awkward kiss with Rohan when they were sitting 
together in the tunnel between their crypts. “It’s softer than you'd expect. It’s... 
nice. I like it.” 

Fifer didn’t even like hugging all that much, and she couldn’t imagine 
kissing anyone. It didn’t sound nice at all. “So what about Dev? Do you like 
him?” 

“I... not like chat, but yes. Don’t you?” 

“Sure, but, well, you know—it’s Dev. He’s not exactly trustworthy.” 

Thisbe nodded, but she realized that her impression of Dev had changed 
slightly over time. “He’s gotten easier to be friends with,” she said. “And now I 
just feel so bad for the way we left him. He’s the one reason why I think we 
need to go back to Grimere sooner rather than later. I have to find him.” 

Fifer stiffened. “Remember, you can’t let those feelings get in the way of 
your plan to be prepared. Don’t go back too soon just because of Dev.” 

“I know. I know.” 

“Where do you think he is?” 

“Back in the catacombs, probably. Doing all the work by himself. Ugh, I'm a 
terrible person.” 


Fifer made a face. “The catacombs? That’s the last place I'd want to go.” 

“I don’t feel like I have a choice. We need to find him. He really sacrificed 
everything for us to escape. We owe him—and so do you. Without him, our 
team wouldn't have been here to help you. I just hope...” Thisbe didn’t 
continue. 

“Hope what?” asked Fifer. 

A platyprot in a tree nearby called out, “Hope what? Hope what? Hope 
what?” and exploded into giggles. Startled and a bit annoyed, Thisbe guided 
Fifer away from the creature before she answered so it wouldn’t continue 
mimicking everything they were saying. She frowned and looked at her arms. 
Her scales were standing up, probably from being surprised by the birdlike 
creature. She smoothed them down and finished her thought. “I hope he’s not 
dead.” 

Fifer gave Thisbe a solemn look. “Me too. We'll... you know. We'll find him 
together whenever you're ready.” She cringed. “I’m committing to that.” 

Thisbe noticed Fifer’s expression and bit her lip. “Tve been wanting to talk 
to you a little more about that. Are you sure you're able to leave Artimeé so 
soon after taking over? You have a huge new job here, and I was wondering if 
maybe you feel like you should stay here.” 

“Thisbe,” said Fifer. “I want to help.” 

“I mean,” said Thisbe, “obviously I want you to help us too. But you have to 
tell me if the timing is wrong. Seth and Ibrahim and Clementi are all on board 
to help me. Some others, too.” She paused, then continued more gently. “Don’t 
make me count on you if it’s not possible. We'll figure it out.” 

“Seth and Ibrahim and Clementi?” said Fifer, her voice hollow. She’d been 
so busy as head mage that she hadn’t heard about her Artiméan friends 
officially joining Thisbe’s brigade. It made her feel a bit strange. Like maybe 
she wasn’t part of that group of friends anymore now that she wore this robe. 

“Tm serious, Fifer,” said Thisbe. “As much as I need you, I want to let you 
off the hook. You have a lot going on.” 

Fifer studied the ships in the lagoon, unsure how to feel. “Well, thanks. 
That’s nice of you to be thinking about that, and I understand the 
predicament I’m putting you in if you can’t count on me when you need me. 
I've been thinking hard about this situation too. Things here are pretty far 
from settled. But they are smoothing out.” 


Thisbe stopped to look at Fifer. “You are more important than anything. 
Let me know soon. It'll be okay either way.” 

Fifer smiled. “Thanks.” She felt a wave of relief flood her. Just knowing 
what Thisbe expected made everything seem more manageable. And to have a 
way out... it allowed her to take a few easy breaths before things got difficult 
again. The pressure was off to go with Thisbe, but now it was on Fifer to make 
the decision. In Fifer’s limited experience, sometimes life was easier if someone 
made the decision for you. 

They kept walking around the curve of the lagoon, both a little on edge 
about what the future held. “Have you uncovered anything good from the 
journals?” Fifer asked after a while. 

Thisbe nodded. “Interesting stuff, personality-wise. I’m not sure how useful 
it is, though.” Her scales rose on her arms again, and this time she stopped 
walking and looked up anxiously, her eyes darting in different directions. 
“What is going on?” she muttered. “Now it’s happening when I’m just talking 
about her?” 

Fifer frowned and looked up too, but there was nothing unusual—just some 
birds. “That must feel strange. Do the scales ever fall off?” 

“Not so far.” Thisbe turned and peered into the jungle. “Does Panther or the 
scorpion ever come all the way out here? Sometimes other kinds of lurking 
danger make my scales stand up.” 

“I don’t think so,” said Fifer. “Definitely not the scorpion. He hates the 
light.” 

Thisbe didn’t detect anything in the jungle except the platyprot, which 
followed them and alighted on a nearby branch. But Thisbe’s scales told a 
different story. “Something’s off,” she said quietly. “Maybe we should go back.” 

“Go back. Go back. Go back,” said the platyprot. 

“Is it the platyprots that are causing your scales to do that?” Fifer studied 
her sister and grew worried. “Do you want me to call my falcons to take us 
home quickly?” she asked. 

Thisbe snorted. “Seriously, Fife? The birds? What do you think?” But 
Thisbe’s laughter soon died in her throat, for there was a disturbance inside 
the jungle near the treetops. Then a large shadow passed over them. 


The twin leaders looked up. And then Thisbe yelled, “Run!” 





One False Move 


hereni swooped down at the twins from her hiding spot above the jungle 
trees. Instinctively both girls tried to run into the jungle to make it harder for 
the dragon-woman to catch them. But the Revinir was too fast. She reached 
out with her powerful hind legs and clamped down on Thisbe and Fifer, 
hooking her curling talons around their arms and piercing holes into the 
backs of their vests and through Fifer’s robe. She rose with one in each claw, 
lifting them up into the air. 

Thisbe twisted and squirmed and sent burning spears of lightning at the 
Revinir’s claws, working her way loose, and fell a heart-stopping distance into 
the water below. 

“Thisbe!” Fifer cried, and tried to worm her way out of her robe and vest, 
but the claws had pierced through and she was stuck. 

When Thisbe surfaced, the Revinir swooped down and snatched her up 
again, letting out a strange little scream as she grabbed her and dragged Fifer 
through the water too. This time the Revinir dug her talons in deeper and rose 
even higher. Thisbe cried out in pain, and bolts of fire shot from her eyes and 
fingertips, hitting the Revinir but doing no harm. 


Fifer began flinging deadly spells at the dragon-woman with her free hand, 
even though she knew that the Revinir didn’t seem to be affected by anything. 
Then Fifer screamed for her birds, who came flying in from the jungle and 
soared at the dragon-woman. But the birds were like flies to her. She batted 
them away with her front legs and her wings, killing several each time she 
swatted at them. 

“Retreat!” Fifer ordered. “Get Simber!” Shimmer and the remaining birds 
retreated and flew toward the mansion as the Revinir soared away from it. 

Seeing that her spells werent working against the dragon-woman, Thisbe 
quickly scribbled a help message on the new send spell and sent it to Florence. 
But before the girls could attempt to do anything else, the Revinir swooped 
low and signaled to the sea below her. 

The surface erupted. Six red water dragons exploded from below, where 
they'd been lurking, hidden from view and waiting for their cue. They rose up, 
water spraying everywhere, and flanked the Revinir, snarling at Thisbe and 
Fifer. As darkness fell over the land of the seven islands, the Revinir and her 
mind-controlled dragons flew in formation to the west, heading for the world 
she ruled. As she went, she flipped the girls upside down and shook them. 
Components rained down into the sea. The girls tried to catch them and 
managed to save a few. Fifer saved more than Thisbe because she’d loaded up 
her vest and her robe. But there was nothing else they could do. They gave up 
fighting with magic. It wasn’t worth wasting the components they had left. 

“Why can’t you leave us alone?” Thisbe shouted to the Revinir when she was 
upright again. 

“Because I need you,” said the Revinir. “I can’t take over the land of the 
dragons without the black-eyed rulers on my side. Don’t you know that by 
now?” 

“You think kidnapping us is going to bring us over to your side?” Thisbe 
asked. 

“You'll come around. There will be so many benefits for you. I'll tell you 
about them in time.” 

“Then why aren’t you kidnapping all of the other black-eyed people?” Fifer 
retorted. 

Thisbe gave her sister a panicked look. She didn’t want the Revinir to know 
the others were in Artimé too. But it turned out not to matter. 


“If I have you two, the others will follow,” said the dragon-woman. “They'll 
go along with whatever you say, because people care about you. You'll see. 
Thank you for sending your little spells to summon them, by the way. That was 
helpful. They'll all come to me in Grimere, and we can fight it out on my home 
turf with all of my dragons. Nice and tidy.” 

“You'll never take over this world or the land of the dragons,” Thisbe 
growled. Furious, she sent more fiery blasts at the Revinir’s underbelly, trying 
to find a weak or sensitive spot. At least she didn’t run out of this kind of 
weapon as easily as she used to. And she didn’t need a component for it. But 
that didn’t help if it was totally ineffective. She thought about the three 
obliterate components in her inside vest pocket and hoped they were still 
there. It wasn’t safe to use one on the Revinir now, with Thisbe and Fifer 
attached to her. They’d all be annihilated. But if she saw her chance... she 
wouldn’t hesitate. 

“Tm already taking over everything,” the Revinir said, starting to sound 
impatient. “I don’t think you understand that youre my secret weapon, Thisbe. 
And Fifer is a bonus. For some reason,” she added sarcastically, “unlike Dev 
and the other slaves, a lot of people seem to care about you. You make great 
bait. Really, you should just join my side. Both of you. That’s all it'll take to 
reclaim the land for the black-eyed rulers. And if you join me and we 
successfully take over the land of the dragons, maybe... I'll do something nice 
for you.” 

“You're horrible,” said Thisbe, spitting fire. 

But Fifer narrowed her eyes. What had the Revinir just said? 

“Our time together could have been so much better,” the Revinir went on. 
“If you'd joined me from the start like I told you to, Thisbe, things would have 
gone very differently. But you'll own your evil side one of these days. It’s in 
your makeup. You don’t have a choice.” 

“Stop saying that!” Thisbe spewed more of her magic firepower at the 
dragon-woman. 

Fifer had had enough. “Just shut up 
know the first thing about her. She does have a choice 


1” 


she shouted at the Revinir. “You don’t 
1” 
“Typical outburst from someone like you who knows nothing. I can’t 
a 1 
fathom how you ended up as ruler of Artime. You must have drawn the short 
straw for that undesirable job.” 


Fifer ignored her as an idea began to churn. The Revinir hitched her 
painfully tighter in her grip and glanced back. “Nobody’s even coming yet,” 
she said, sounding disappointed. “Here you are, the leader, and nobody even 
cares that lve abducted you—that’s not how I thought it would go, to be 
honest. But I’m not worried.” 

“You are a monster,” Thisbe muttered, letting her limbs flop. She couldn't 
beat the dragon-woman with magic or fire and gave up trying for the moment 
to regain her strength. This wasn’t how Thisbe had planned it. Now everything 
was going wrong. Their “one big attack” plan was foiled. While she caught her 
breath, she studied the dragon’s scales as carefully as she could while dangling 
from this frightening height. Was there a worn spot anywhere? She had to 
come up with an alternative plan. 

“You're right,” the Revinir admitted. “Tm a monster. You're absolutely 
correct about that. But I have feelings too. In fact, Pm almost sorry I killed 
your friend Dev. But that’s what monsters do sometimes.” 

Fifer gasped. 

“What did you say?” cried Thisbe. 

The Revinir cackled. “You heard me correctly. He didn’t want to give you 
up, but he couldn't help it. You lied to me about the ancestor broth, Thisbe. 
Lied to my face.” Her laughter faded. “And I believed you. I need a good liar 
like you on my team. I mean it—I’ve got the dragons and, as one of them, I’m a 
rightful ruler too. You've got the black-eyed people. Together we can declare 
that the land is back in the right hands! But I've got to break you first, I see. 
Luckily, I know just how to do it.” 

Fifer and Thisbe, still strung painfully tight in the grips of the dragon- 
woman, looked at one another in horror, unable to comprehend what the 
Revinir was talking about because of what she'd said about Dev. He was dead? 

Dev. Their friend. She’d killed him. 

In that life-altering moment, another electric connection passed between 
the girls like what had happened before when they were walking. Only this 
time they werent touching. It was a feeling, like tiny pulses in their chests, 
that brought their minds to connect for the first time in their lives. It 
reminded Fifer of what Alex and Aaron had once felt. The way they'd 
described it. It was the thing Fifer had felt so inadequate about when she was 
searching for Thisbe back in the forest of Grimere and been unable to feel if 


Thisbe was nearby. And now, with her sister just feet away but with no ability 
for them to speak freely, they had become one. 

We aren't going to survive this, thought Thisbe, looking into her sister's eyes. 

Fifer could hear it like a whisper. But she didn’t answer right away, for 
something else was already brewing deep inside Fifer’s mind. She stared at 
Thisbe hard, thinking intensely about something the Revinir had said. Trying 
to work out this thing that wouldn’t quite come together. But feeling that if 
she were patient, if she just thought a little longer... maybe it would. After a 
moment, Fifer pulled out one of the few remaining send spell components 
that hadn’t been dumped into the sea. She tapped it, producing the pencil, 


then wrote: 


Florence, 

Call Simber back. Keep the people from Grimere safe. Don’t come after us. And 
don’t reply. Trust me. 

—Fifer 


Fifer sent the message, and it went soaring away, lighting up the night. 

“Hal” said the Revinir. “Getting a little worried? Wondering why they’re 
not coming? There’s no one back there. Not one person or ghost dragon or 
flying cheetah chasing after you.” The dragon-woman laughed again, but this 
time her voice sounded strained. 

“You're right,” Fifer said, trying to sound devastated. “Maybe they don’t care 
about us after all.” 

Next to her, wild with angst, Thisbe searched Fifer’s face. “What are you 
doing?” she mouthed. 

Fifer pressed her lips together in a line, then concentrated, trying to send a 
message to Thisbe like Thisbe had sent, perhaps by accident, to her. Don’t 


despair. Remember the fights we've won. 





In the Quiet 


Dev had pleasantly lost track of the days. Every morning he woke up to 
sunshine streaming into his library and had to remind himself that he was free 
to do whatever he wanted, or to do nothing at all. This was his home now—all 
his. This life was definitely something he was getting accustomed to. Being a 
little bit lonely sometimes? That was a bargain of a trade for his old life. 

He was still worried about the Revinir returning, but that fear lessened 
over time. He could think of a lot of reasons why she wouldn't. Obviously, she 
must think the palace was abandoned—there was no way any normal person 
would live here, and she saw that for herself recently. Plus, the whole village 
around the palace was deserted. She couldn’t possibly imagine that this was a 
good hiding place for whoever she was looking for. It wasn’t convenient to 
anywhere, and there was no easy way in and out of this corner of the land with 
the crater lake on one side and the mountains on another. 

Eventually Dev was convinced that the Revinir had been looking for Thisbe 
and the others and hadn't found them. Or... maybe she was exploring what was 
beyond this land to the west and found it totally desolate with nothing to 
conquer. It was reasonable to believe she’d never be back. 


As Dev’s confidence increased, his explorations grew wider. He visited the 
small deserted village beyond the apple orchard a few times. Some of the 
homes were structurally sound, but all of them were cleaned out—looted of 
anything valuable. Dev thought about hiding in one of them if the Revinir 
ever returned. She'd be less likely to find him unless she and her dragons 
searched through the narrow streets, which they'd have trouble fitting through 
without completely knocking down walls and other structures. And while that 
wouldn't be difficult for them to do, it would be time consuming and a waste 
of effort for no good reason... unless they expected to find someone there. The 
fact that they’d been gone so long without returning gave Dev more hope 
every day that they'd lost all desire to spend another ounce of time in this 
isolated place. 

After his nightmare that had left him on the floor and packing for the 
catacombs, Dev had returned to his senses. Leaving his bulbous library would 
be a big mistake if there wasn’t a need to do so. He loved it here. He had a sofa 
to sleep on, a fireplace to warm him at night, and books and instruments to 
keep him company. He had all the fish and fruit and wild plants he could eat 
just steps away. And he could fix things around the property whenever he felt 
like it, a little at a time. Even the fox family that had found shelter in the 
entryway to the stairwell got used to him coming and going, and soon the 
young kits were big enough to venture out on their own. One of them liked to 
follow Dev up the stairwell, though its mother always barked at it to come 
back. 

Dev hadn't heard or felt a roar from the Revinir in all this time. And 
although he could call up the ancestor images anytime he wanted to, and 
marvel over how one of them had saved his life, the pictures offered no 
answers that he didn’t already know. So Dev used his imagination to create his 
own explanation about what these pictures meant for him. 

Astrid had seemed quite certain that the gray man was Ashguard Suresh, 
the curmudgeon who had lived in this palace long after all his people had been 
killed or captured by the usurpers. But Dev added on to the story, turning 
Ashguard into his grandfather. Dev imagined that this dear relative had 
granted this property to him in a very important document. That he'd been 
summoned to take care of it. 

Thinking about that made him wonder which of his parents was a direct 


descendant of Ashguard. What had they been like? How did they live? And 


how did they die? Dev had all the time in the world now to make up answers 
to the questions he'd barely had time to think about his entire life. 

To help in his attempt to clean up and fix bits of the property, Dev 
continued to collect potentially useful items whenever he ran across them, 
whether in the village or around the palace. He had quite an assortment of 
long, flat boards, as well as two buckets and two ropes. He'd even found some 
sheets of chain-mail mesh in a small building at the back of the palace that he 
called the foundry. Dev used the chain mail to make a fishing net, which 
would be easier than the hook-and-line method. And with the leftovers, he 
fashioned a chain-mail shirt to go under his regular cloth shirt, which would 
protect him from being stabbed by a sword or knife in case intruders ever 
came. One couldn’t be too careful when one was all alone. Besides, wearing it 
made him feel stronger. 

This particular day began with a startlingly bright sunrise that streamed in 
through the newly cleaned east window onto his face, waking Dev up. He 
went to the window to watch it rise, bumping his nose against the glass and 
leaving a smudge. 

“Oh, glorious sun,” he said in praise. He loved how it lit up and made colors 
with the clouds in the sky. After breakfast he tinkered around the palace, then 
decided this would be the day to try to reach a little alcove that he’d seen from 
one of the turret staircases but couldn't access because of the rotting floors. He 
went to the foundry and gathered up two long boards and a rope. Then he 
ventured out across the courtyard to one of the small corner towers, whose 
staircase hadn't been mysteriously melted, and climbed up and around the 
debris to the fifth floor. 

He looked around for something solid and sturdy to anchor himself to. He 
was suspicious of the leaky ceiling, so he tied one end of the rope around the 
bannister at the top of the stairs. The other end he secured around his chest as 
a safety measure. Then he surveyed the great room that stretched out before 
him. There was nothing in it. In some places the floor had caved in from rain 
and rot. There was a gaping hole directly in the center of the room, below the 
point of the onion spire, where leaks had been causing deterioration for years. 
The floor joists showed through in places, but at the edges of the room they 
looked relatively solid. 

The prize Dev was after was a small alcove on the opposite side of the great 
room, which had some interesting things in it. With the rope around him, he 


wouldn't fall far if those joists were rotten too and gave way under his weight. 

He placed the first board on top of the exposed floor joists and tested it 
gingerly. It held him. He walked across, laid the second board down and stood 
on it, picked up the first board, and repeated the process, all the way around 
the edge of the great room to the alcove. As Dev drew closer to it, he could see 
more clearly what was in it: a small writing desk like the one in his mind 
image of the gray man. Next to it was a large metal box. 

Once there, Dev stepped inside the space, which seemed to be in much 
better condition than the great room. He eagerly lifted the cover off the box 
and searched through it. But its contents were disappointing. One by one Dev 
pulled out several fairly useless, heavy knickknacks that seemed to be of little 
value, though they each were engraved with a diamond-shaped symbol 
containing the letter S. Probably for Suresh, Dev surmised. No wonder no one 
had stolen these—it wouldn’t have been worth the weight to lug them around, 
and everyone would have known they were stolen from a ruler. 

Dev put everything back in the box, but then he paused and removed an 
old beer stein that seemed like it could be useful for him to drink out of. In 
addition to the diamond S symbol, it had an unusual engraving on it that he 
liked. The engraving was a quote, written with curly letters in the same 
language he'd seen in the books left open on the big desk in the library. He 
couldn't read the quote, but it felt important. 

Dev turned to the small desk and ran his hand over the smooth surface. 
Then he opened the narrow drawer, expecting it to be empty. To his surprise, 
lying flat inside it was a small stack of sketches and paintings. On top was a 
watercolor of a little girl. The painting had once been quite colorful but had 
faded over time. As Dev studied her, his scales prickled and a few of the 
images flashed in front of his eyes. This was someone important, he thought. 
Important to him. 

Carefully Dev checked the rest of the drawers, finding them 
disappointingly empty. He rolled the stack of drawings and slid them into the 
mouth of the stein, then painstakingly made his way back to the stairwell on 
the boards. He untied the rope and gathered up the boards, then descended 
the stairs with his new possessions. He returned the boards and rope to the 
foundry and went back to the library. 

With his beer stein and the art pieces in hand, Dev sat down at the huge 
desk. He gazed at the etching on the stein, then paged through the big book 


on the desk to see if he could match up the words. When nothing jumped out 
at him, he pushed the book aside and looked through the sketches and 
paintings. He went back to the first one, which was the best of the lot, and 
smoothed it out to study it. It was simple: The girl stood outside with trees 
behind her. Soon Dev realized with a start that the backdrop of the sketch was 
the flourishing orchard. This little girl wasn’t a random painting bought on a 
whim at the market. She had been sketched not far from here. Perhaps she'd 
even lived here—that made the most sense. And Ashguard, or someone, had 
commissioned her painting. Dev knew all about such things. Shanti had had 
her portrait done every year around her birthday, and she'd hated it because it 
took so long to do. She always made Dev accompany her to keep her 
entertained, which was exhausting for him because she was so cranky. 

This girl wasn’t cranky-looking, though. She looked sweet and familiar, 
though he couldn’t quite figure out why. The drawing was old—this person 
must be forty or fifty years old by now. If she'd survived, anyway. 

Dev glanced out the south window toward the orchard. From this height he 
could look down on the tops of the gnarled apple trees beyond the overgrowth 
that surrounded the palace. Maybe one day he would chop all of the weeds and 
bushes so he could see the orchard even better. 

As he turned back to study the drawing, his eye caught movement out the 
east window, directly in front of him. He froze, hoping it was just a bird like it 
had been all of the other times he’d been startled by movement outside that 
window since the Revinir had come. But this bird wasn’t flitting about. It was 
coming straight on. 

Dev’s breath grew shallow, and an old familiar sense of dread washed over 
him like the river. He went up to the glass and used his shirt to wipe away the 
smudge he'd left earlier, then peered through the window. His scales lifted on 
his arms and legs. Fear seized his lungs, his brain. He couldn’t move or think 
or even make a noise. All he knew was that the thing that had terrified him 
most was happening again: The Revinir and her red dragons were coming, this 
time in broad daylight. And soon they'd be close enough to see him if he made 
a move. 

Dev stared, slack jawed, as his gut churned. He couldn’t stay here. He 
shoved the drawing of the girl inside a book, gathered up his bag and canteen, 
and skidded down and around the stairs. He exited the tower and ran for his 
life across the courtyard and down the hill toward the orchard and the village. 


All the while he hoped and prayed that the gorgeous sunlight, which he'd 
praised just that morning, wouldn’t be the foil that betrayed his existence to 
the worst enemy the land of the dragons had ever known. 
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Total Confusion 


beaa i or Wad heenau by the Revinir, and Rohan was beginning to 
panic. Nobody in Artimé seemed to be doing anything about it. He descended the 
stairs of the mansion to implore the one in charge. “Florence, please help me 
understand what’s happening,” he said, stopping in front of her in the entryway. 
The Magical Warrior trainer and Simber, the winged-cheetah statue, exchanged a 
concerned glance as the young man began pacing, struggling to stay calm. Rohan 
finally found his words and turned to face them. “Look. It has been days. Why 
aren't we going after Thisbe and Fifer? Are we seriously planning to sit here and 
wait for Fifer to contact us? What if they’re dead?” 

“Tve told you before,” Florence said firmly. “I understand your concern, and I feel 
it too. Perhaps even more strongly than you. But we're going to wait.” 

“And Fiferrr is clearrrly not dead,” said Simber, indicating the mansion still 
standing and himself still magically enchanted. “We don’t believe that the 
Rrrevinirrr wants to hurrrt them. Frrrom what Thisbe and Maiven Taveerrr have 
told me, the Rrrevinirrr wants Thisbe to be an ally. She needs at least one black- 
eyed rrrulerrr on herrr side to complete the rrrequirrrements of prrroperrr 
trrransferrral of drrragon leaderrrship.” 

Rohan stopped pacing. “Right.” He thought hard for a moment. “So the Revinir 
believes she needs a black-eyed human to join forces with her, and because Thisbe 
is more evil than good, she thinks Thisbe is her ticket,” he said, like it finally made 
sense to him. “And even though we know the truth—that the dragons have to 
actually choose their leader, and the Revinir can’t choose herself to be the lead 


dragon—she doesn’t actually know that. So...” He paused, putting it all together. 
“She thinks she can convince Thisbe to team up with her—that Thisbe will be 
tempted enough by the leadership position to go for it.” He shook his head. “Even 
though that won't work either, because the black-eyed people need to choose their 
leader too. And besides, Thisbe would never, ever do something like that.” 

“Shed better not,” Florence muttered. “I trained that girl right. If she does 
something— 

“She won't,” Simber interrupted impatiently. “She’s smarrrt and loyal. Therrre’s 
no way she’d do that to us.” 

“But what about Fifer?” said Rohan. “She’s way more good than evil. Won't the 
Revinir want to do away with her to stop her from influencing Thisbe?” 

“Tve thought about that, too,” said Simber. “And I think she knows that if she 
does something to hurrrt Thisbe’s twin, Thisbe will neverrr join herrr side.” 

Florence studied Simber. “That’s actually a comforting thought.” 

“It’s all I can think rrright now to get thrrrough this,” said Simber, and finally 
the worry lines on his face broke through. He hated being away from his head 
mage, especially days away. He'd promised once that he’d never let this happen 
again, yet here they were. Shortly after Thisbe had sent a message calling for help, 
Fifer, Artimeé’s new leader, had sent one telling them all to retreat and wait for 
further instructions. And he trusted her... almost fully. He cringed. He had no 
choice but to put his support behind Fifer. She was the head mage—a good one too, 
unlike Frieda Stubbs—and she'd given an order. Hopefully, they'd know more soon. 
But if not, this might just drive them all to the brink of madness. It was hard 
enough to run things in Artimé these days after the civil war. But to do it without 
the head mage was even harder. 

“The best thing we can do,” said Florence, “is to be stronger than we've ever been, 
and to be in a position to help when the time comes. That means we train harder 
than ever. We broaden everybody’s abilities. And we need to take every move, every 
spell, every trick up a notch. That includes broadening our minds. We need to 
anticipate the Revinir’s moves. She is the most powerful enemy we've ever faced, 
and we need to be smarter than her. I’m not going to sleep until I come up with a 
way to beat that monster.” 

Simber lifted an eyebrow. “You... neverrr sleep.” 

“It’s just an expression,” Florence said with a snarl. “Intensive training begins 
first thing in the morning on the lawn. We need everybody present.” 

“Everrrybody who?” asked Simber. 


“Everybody everybody. Not just Artime this time. I mean everybody.” 

Simber gazed at her. “Ourrr allies, you mean?” 

Florence nodded seriously. “I'll go alert our friends on Karkinos and see if they 
can track down Spike and Talon, who are still out searching for Issie’s baby. Send 
Scarlet and Thatcher to fetch the people of Warbler, and Lani to speak to the 
people in Quill. Tell Seth to get our friends from the Island of Shipwrecks.” She 
paused for a breath, then said in her sternest voice, “We will not fail Fifer and 
Thisbe. We will not let Artime down, or anyone in the world of the seven islands. 
Not this time. Not ever again.” She turned to look into Rohan’s eyes. “Tm counting 
on you to step up now that I’ve lost my two main players.” 

“I will, Commander Florence,” said Rohan. 

With that, Florence left the two standing at the entrance and turned sharply, 
heading out the door into the evening, marching into the water toward Karkinos. 

Rohan looked at Simber, fear and awe in his eyes. They were calling in everyone 
the people of Artimé knew. This was a major deal. 

Simber nodded sharply. “You hearrrd herrr. Let’s go.” 





Abandoned 


The Revinit and her team of mind-controlled dragons flew a lot faster than the 
ghost dragons had, but Fifer and Thisbe weren't sure they would survive the trip. 

It hadn’t been hard for the girls to figure out that the dragon-woman had been 
hiding in Artime’s jungle, waiting for them to take their evening walk. She'd 
swooped down and snatched them up when they neared the lagoon. The Revinir’s 
six red water dragons had risen from the sea to assist, but the dragon-woman 
wouldn’t let the twins go—she dangled them from her claws the entire journey 
back to the land of the dragons. By the time they crossed over the gorge, the twins 
were unconscious. 

It worked in the Revinir’s favor. She didn’t want them to be aware of where she 
was planning to drop them off. She wanted them to be disoriented. Lost and 
scared. That was the only way to bring them around to her way of thinking. Make 
them desperate, dangle a carrot, and then they would see her side of things. Break 
them down and train them back up. 

Once Thisbe was supportive of the Revinir as the ruling dragon of Grimere, then 
the true power could be transferred, and she would officially be number one in the 
land of the dragons. Along with Thisbe as the ruling black-eyed human, of course. 
Unfortunately, the Revinir needed to keep at least one of those black-eyed children 
around for this purpose, and maybe a backup or two. The rest, she’d come to 
realize, were disposable. 

And there was no way she was bringing these two back to the castle or the 
catacombs. Neither place had been a good prison for Thisbe—she’d escaped too 


many times. But Ashguard’s palace and the deserted wasteland surrounding it were 
just the decrepit mess of sheer nothingness for miles to make Thisbe and Fifer beg 
to be rescued. Surround them with dragons to keep them contained, and eventually 
they’d promise to do anything... even make a pact with the Revinir to rule together. 

The Revinir knew Thisbe had it in her to be evil. The girl had tricked her in the 
past and was more stubborn than the dragon-woman had expected, but she would 
come around in time. It was Fifer she was more worried about. That young woman 
was awash in goodness. She might have to be disposed of once the plan was in place 
—but not before, or the Revinir might lose Thisbe’s allegiance. It was a tricky 
affair. The dragons would keep an eye on the girl. 

By the time they soared over the crater lake and the palace ruins were in sight, it 
was midafternoon. 

“Something was stirring a moment ago,” said one of the red dragons in a 
monotone voice. “I don’t see it now. It went off toward the orchard.” 

“Probably those foxes, like the last time we were scoping things out,” said the 
Revinir. “Or some other animal. Deer, perhaps.” 

“Probably.” Drool dripped from the hungry red dragon’s mouth, but he fell 
silent, and the moment was forgotten. 

The Revinir glanced down at the twins hanging from her grip and noticed they 
looked half-dead. She didn’t want them to die, but other than that she didn’t have 
much pity in her, though she did feel a small pang somewhere deep under her 
scales. She remembered when she was about their age. Young Emma, plotting her 
revenge against her horrible siblings, Marcus and Justine. 

Just who had the upper hand now? They were dead, their legacies no doubt soon 
to be forgotten with the passage of time. But the Revinir... Eagala... Emma... She 
was about to rule an entire world, and these girls were going to help her. 

They circled just above the palace, and the Revinir studied the sagging, rotten 
roof between the four corner towers and the large center tower. “I wonder if this 
old roof will hold them or if it'll give way?” she mused. “What do you think?” she 
asked one of her companions. 

The dragon eyed it. “It doesn’t seem sturdy.” 

“Good. You four, take your positions,” she called out to the dragons, and four of 
the six swooped down to land on the ground, one in each corner of the vast 
property. 

“Don’t kill the black-eyed ones, but don’t let them get away, either,” said the 
Revinir, circling again above the roof with the remaining two dragons. And then 


she let go, dropping the unconscious girls onto the rotting palace roof. 





Feeling It 


Thisbe and Fifer hit the roof hard and plunged through it. They struck the top floor 
of the castle and kept going through that one too. The next floor down was a bit 
stronger and stopped Fifer, while Thisbe hit a weak spot and went through one 
more and stopped there. 

The impact woke them both, but by the time they stopped moving, they wished 
to be unconscious again. It took several minutes of groaning and crying out before 
they realized where the other one was. 

“Are you okay?” Thisbe called up to Fifer. “I think my ankle is broken.” 

“My entire back is on fire,” said Fifer, “and my left wrist is twice its normal size 
and turning purple. I can’t move it. Is that bad?” 

“I'd say so,” said Thisbe. She had abrasions and cuts everywhere, and her clothes 
were torn. Luckily, the soft rotten wood had broken their falls, or they'd be much 
worse off. 

“There’s a stairwell,” Fifer said, easing over to the hole Thisbe had broken 
through and looking down into it. “Do you see it? Can you make it over there?” 

“Yeah,” said Thisbe. “Pll meet you on the steps. Be careful so you don’t break 
through again. Elongate your body and slide.” 

“Stay in the stairwell—I'll come down to help you.” 

Using their elbows to pull them along, they each crawled carefully across the 
sagging floor and made it to the center tower stairwell, which looked solid, as it 
was made of stone and iron. Fifer got up shakily, then sat again and slid slowly 
down the steps one at a time to the next level. She found Thisbe, whose ankle was 


puffing up. “I can’t put any weight on it,” Thisbe said, trying to hold back the tears 
of pain. “Do you have any of Henry’s medicine?” 

“If it didn’t fall into the sea, I do.” Fifer rummaged through her robe pockets 
with her uninjured hand, laying out all of her remaining components on the stone 
step in front of them. It was a pitiful amount. Two send spells. A handful of 
scatterclips that had snagged the inside of her pocket. And two highlighters. She 
reached inside her vest and pulled out a thin metal box with a hinged lid. She 
winced and handed it to Thisbe. “This should have something in it that'll help with 
the pain and swelling.” 

Thisbe opened it and studied its contents, then selected the proper capsule 
containing magical herbs from Henry’s garden. She returned the medical kit to 
Fifer, then swallowed her pill and washed it down with a swig from her canteen. 
She held it out to Fifer. “I’m glad we brought water this time,” Thisbe said with a 
pained smile. The two had fought about canteens not too long ago. 

“I haven’t gone anywhere without one since our first quest,” said Fifer. “I think 
it’s because I was so traumatized.” She swallowed a capsule too, and then tried 
standing again by propping herself up against the tower wall. But her back was too 
sore to let it touch anything. She just wanted to lie down on her stomach and make 
the pain go away. “Where are we?” 

Thisbe slid next to Fifer. “I have no idea. But this is definitely not any part of the 
castle that I’ve ever seen.” 

“I don’t think it’s the castle at all,” said Fifer. “The construction is very different. 
There’s no way we would have fallen through that—the floors are made of stone.” 

Thisbe grimaced and closed her eyes. Every movement elicited waves of pain, 
and at the moment she didn’t really care where they were. Time would only make 
their injuries hurt more as their muscles stiffened up. “Being unconscious when we 
fell probably saved us,” she remarked after a while. “We weren't tensed up for an 
impact. But these injuries are going to take some time to heal. I’m worried we'll 
starve to death before anything else takes us out. Hopefully, our rescue team will be 
here soon. They should have been tailing us from a safe distance. Maybe they'll be 
able to tell us where we are.” 

Fifer shifted uneasily. She hadn’t had a chance to tell Thisbe that she’d ordered 
Florence not to come after them. She had a lot she wanted to talk to Thisbe about, 
but it would land better once Thisbe was feeling less pain. “Let’s allow the medicine 
to work,” she said, “and then we'll figure out what to do next.” 


»» « « 


They rested quietly for some time in the stairwell, waiting for the magical herbs to 
take the pain and swelling down a bit and begin the healing process. After a while 
Thisbe opened her eyes. She was feeling a little better, and now that the mental 
fuzziness was wearing off, she had a burning question for Fifer. “Did you speak to 
me in my mind back when we first got abducted?” 

“You heard it?” said Fifer, lifting her head. “Good! You did it to me first.” 

“I did? How?” 

“I have no idea, but something clicked between us when we were walking along 
the shore. I felt it. It was electric.” 

“I felt that too,” said Thisbe. “What do you think it means?” 

“Other than we have some mysterious new telepathic ability, I don’t know. I'm 
thinking it’s similar to how Alex and Aaron used to be able to feel each other's 
pain.” 

“They couldn't actually speak to each other, though, like we did. That’s pretty 
amazing. We'll have to try again once we can concentrate.” She looked at Fifer’s 
wrist. “Your swelling is coming down.” 

“It feels better. How about your ankle?” 

“No longer excruciating. I’m not sure I'll be walking anytime soon, though.” 

“I should go in search of water and food before it gets dark,” said Fifer. She 
winced, not wanting to move, but she was desperate to know if the Revinir was 
lurking about. Why had she dropped them here like this? Was it a mistake? Had 
her limbs just grown too tired to hold on? 

“We can survive on the water we have until the others get here,” said Thisbe, 
who also didn’t want to move. “Is this place totally abandoned? Did the Revinir 
dump us here for a reason, or did something else happen? If she did, why?” 

“Yeah,” said Fifer, growing consternated. “Why didn’t she throw us into the 
castle dungeon or the catacombs?” 

“Maybe because we know how to escape from those places.” 

“It doesn’t seem too hard to escape from this abandoned dump,” said Fifer. “All 
we have to do is make it down the stairs.” 

“Easier said than done.” 

Neither of them could see outside, but Fifer soon grew curious enough to 
gingerly get to her feet once more. She held her injured wrist close to her chest to 
keep it from jiggling and went to a window facing east. There she took in the 


overgrown landscape and spied two of the dragons from their journey standing 
guard at the front corners of the property. “There are dragons here,” said Fifer. “I 
can see two of them. The red ones that were with us when the Revinir abducted 
us.” 

“Tm not surprised. But I’m still not sure where ‘here’ is.” 

Fifer groaned in pain simply from walking but kept going toward another 
window, facing south. She could see the late-afternoon sun off to her right and 
determined her bearings from it. “There’s a third dragon at the southwest corner of 
the property. Pll bet there’s a fourth one on the northwest.” 

“Not interested in taking that bet,” said Thisbe, knowing Fifer was probably 
right. She eased up and looked down the spiral stone steps. “How high up are we?” 

“At least a few floors. I'll go find out. Hand me your canteen, in case | find 
water.” 

“Don’t go too far,” Thisbe said anxiously. “Tm not sure what those dragons will 
do.” Reluctantly she held out her canteen. 

Fifer took it and slipped the strap over her head and arm. “They've had plenty of 
chances to kill us, so obviously that’s not on their agenda. And if the Revinir is 
making them guard us or something, there’s got to be food and water around for 
them. I’m guessing it can’t be too far to find a source. Besides, Dev taught us that 
nobody builds a house where there’s no water.” She bit her lip, having forgotten 
that the Revinir had killed him. “Ugh, sorry,” she whispered. Blinding sorrow 
gripped her. It was too much to think about, and she was mortified that she'd 
mentioned him and cracked open more wounds. She started down the stairs, not 
even able to look at Thisbe, and took one careful step after another. 

Thisbe’s lip quivered. She felt miserable—physically from the fall and 
emotionally about Dev. Just thinking of him made her not want to be alone. She 
felt vulnerable, unable to walk, and worried for her sister venturing out alone 
without being able to fight properly because of her injuries. Not to mention having 
so few components. “Please be careful,” she called. 

“I will,” Fifer replied. She continued down, moving slowly as her aching body 
allowed. 

Thisbe pressed her face between the handrail balusters, watching Fifer go until 
she couldn’t see her anymore. 

“You're on the third floor,” Fifer called up through the center of the spiral. Then: 
“Ooh!” she said, startled. 

“Are you okay?” asked Thisbe. 


“Just some animals down here in the shadows under the stairs. Foxes, I think, 
hiding from the dragons.” She was quiet for a moment, then called up in a softer 
voice, “Definitely four dragons, all red. They're staying still. I'll be back soon.” 

While Fifer was gone, Thisbe checked all of her pockets to take stock of her 
components. Luckily, she still had the three obliterate components, individually 
boxed and safe in her inside pocket, thanks to the flap and button she'd added to it. 
That had kept her from losing them when the Revinir had dumped her and Fifer 
upside down and shaken them. 

They were her answer for getting rid of the Revinir. But in addition to not 
knowing where she and Fifer were at this moment, Thisbe also had no clue where 
the Revinir was. And that’s what unsettled her most. 





Intruders 


Dev Suresh, as he now believed himself to be, sat squeezed inside a broom closet in a 
tiny vacant house in the deserted village bordering his broken-down palace. He'd 
picked a dwelling that seemed solid and was located deep inside a maze of houses 
that were separated by narrow paths rather than broad roads. It was one that 
would be harder for dragons to get to if they were looking for him on foot. 

He'd stayed perfectly still inside the cramped closet, feeling every joint and 
muscle in his body begin to ache. But whenever he started to doubt or question his 
resolve, he remembered the last time he’d been forced to hide from this group. “It’s 
better than the river” had become his mantra, and he repeated it over and over in 
his mind to get him through. Anything was better than that. 

When hours passed and no disturbances were felt or heard, Dev began to wonder 
if the Revinir and her team of dragons had passed him by without stopping. Was it 
possible they hadn’t noticed him sneaking out of the center turret and running for 
his life? Or perhaps they'd seen him but didn’t care? He thought back to the time in 
the river. He’d nearly drowned and hadn’t witnessed where they’d gone after that. 
Perhaps this palace was just a spot along their path to some other place. 

Or maybe Dev was really paranoid. After all, the Revinir had thrown him out of 
the castle tower from a ridiculous height and called in her dragons to dispose of 
him. So it was very likely that she thought Dev was dead. But the dragon-woman 
was exceedingly tricky and evil, and Dev didn’t trust anything about her. She could 
be toying with him right now. She could be staring in the window of this house, 
smelling him. Waiting for him to feel confident enough to emerge. 


Dev closed his eyes as his breath grew shallow. Fear and dread crept in like they 
always did. He let his head fall back against the wall, and when it made a little 
thud, he worried that the Revinir had heard it, and at any second, the dragons 
would destroy this house with him in it. 

It was too many worries for anyone, especially someone who'd gone through as 
much trauma as Dev had. 

More hours passed with no intruders or disasters. As the light from under the 
door became muted, Dev eased to a standing position, then quietly and carefully 
turned the doorknob and pushed it open an inch. He held his breath, listening, 
then put his eye to the crack and looked out the kitchen window. 

No one was there. He pushed the door farther and eased his aching body out of 
the closet, peering into other areas of the house but seeing no one. He let out a sigh 
of relief. Of course no one was there. There was no way a dragon could be inside 
unless the whole ceiling or an entire wall had caved in. “Silly,” Dev muttered under 
his breath. Everything seemed ridiculous now that he could rest assured no dragons 
were nearby. But the feelings and fears had been very real. 

He checked the windows that overlooked the surrounding village. It was 
deserted, as always. Dev had sat inside a tiny closet for half the day. He was more 
than ready to get back to the comfort of his home. 

As he slipped out onto the path, Dev looked left and right, and also above him, 
just in case. He wasn’t about to throw caution to the wind. When he was sure the 
coast was clear, he proceeded toward home. The sun had set, and in the growing 
dusk, Dev stayed close to the houses for cover, then made a fast break for the 
orchard. He picked his way between trees, stepping as quietly as possible, though 
he was unable to avoid the crunch of leaves and the occasional stick because of the 
fog that began rolling in and surrounding the hill that the palace stood on. 

Dev reached the edge of the orchard and paused to look again in all directions 
before moving across the open area to get to the palace. His eye caught a slight 
movement by the center tower entrance, but it disappeared inside—was it one of 
the foxes? It seemed larger than that. And then he swept his gaze from side to side 
and saw red. Two medium-size red dragons at the near corners of the property. 

His heart thudding, Dev gasped and sank into the fog. 





A StandoFF 


Dev hovered in the fog between two gnarled apple trees, his heart still pounding. 
Even in the dark he could see the dragons’ eyes glowing and their occasional flares 
of fiery snorts. Surely they must smell him by now, but they didn’t seem to care. 
They didn’t move or communicate with each other that Dev could see. Why were 
they here? Did their presence mean he couldn’t go home to his palace now? His 
heart yearned for the library tower. What was he supposed to do? Go back to the 
village and hide in the closet again? 

It occurred to him that perhaps the dragons weren't concerned with him because 
they hadn’t been ordered by the Revinir to attack him—similar to the dragons that 
guarded the castle. She hadn’t sent out a roaring command in many weeks. Perhaps 
the dragons were there for some other reason than to go after him. But why had 
they decided to park themselves here? Maybe they were just weirdly resting at the 
corners of the palace property... before heading somewhere... else. Dev blinked. He 
knew there was no reason for them to be out here in the middle of nowhere unless 
they'd been sent. 

When he could tear himself away from watching the dragons for a moment, he 
estimated the distance to the middle tower and contemplated making a run for it. 
Would they chase him? Even if he made it, would he ever be able to go out for food 
from the river? It was sickening to think about. One false move and Dev would be a 
hot meal. 

Yet the more he realized that he couldn’t go back to the palace, the more he 
wanted to do just that. He finally felt like he belonged somewhere, and he’d only 


gotten to experience that feeling for a short time. It was heartbreaking to think he 
couldn’t go back. This was his land now, and the dragons were invading it. 

Maybe they would leave soon. Perhaps they were just resting for the night to see 
if anything was happening here. It was beginning to drive Dev crazy that he 
couldn’t figure out what was the purpose of their visit, if not to go after him. But 
here he was, stuck halfway between them, hidden from sight by fog, and there was 
nothing he could do about them tracking his scent. Heck, he could smell them well 
enough, and he was only part dragon. But they weren't even looking at him or 
flaring their nostrils his way. 

A light flashed from the onion-bulb top of the center tower, catching Dev’s eye, 
and he gasped again. Was someone up there? The light had come through the south 
window, which was surrounded by bookshelves. Dev often looked out that window 
and dreamed about chopping down the overgrowth he was currently nestled in. 
Who was in his sacred place? It couldn’t be the Revinir—there was no way she 
could fit without destroying the entrance and the stairwell. It couldn’t be the fox 
he’d seen darting into the door a while ago. So was it a human? Was someone here 
with the dragons? 

The light stayed on, and a person-shaped shadow crossed the glass. Dev strained 
to see, but whoever it was didn’t come close enough for Dev to make out any 
features. Who was invading his home? He went from scared to furious in the span 
of a minute. An intruder! Touching his things! 

And then he remembered the painting of the girl in the orchard, which he’d 
slipped into a book on the desk. The images from the ancestor broth flashed before 
his eyes as he worried about it. He didn’t know why he was so worried, but he knew 
he didn’t want anyone taking that painting. The scales on his arms and legs, which 
were already on alert, strained against the grain, making his skin hurt. He wanted 
to charge back to his home and defend it and its contents. Who was this invader? 
What was he doing there? 

Dev’s lungs froze as the image in his mind landed on the gray man. Could it 
possibly be... him? His grandfather Ashguard? Long thought dead, returning home? 
It could happen—Astrid the ghost dragon had thought Maiven Taveer was dead. 
Perhaps Ashguard had been mistaken for dead too. After all, a few of the ancient 
books in the library had been used and left open not long before Dev had arrived— 
they’d had no dust on them. Was it Ashguard who'd been up there? If so, where had 
he disappeared to for all this time? 

Dev realized these dragons were the Revinir’s mind-controlled red water 


dragons. So they weren’t here to assist Ashguard—he’d be an enemy of the Revinir 
for sure. Were they here to capture him? Were they waiting for him to leave so they 
could attack him? 

If so, Dev had to do something. The gray man could possibly be the only kin Dev 
had, and after spending his whole life thinking he had none, he wasn’t about to let 
this person slip away. 

He crept forward through the fog, keeping his eyes on the dragons. The one at 
the back corner turned his head sharply at Dev’s movement and glared, two fiery 
orange spots set inside the outline of the dragon’s spiny head. Dev froze, but the 
dragon didn’t come at him. 

Dev felt faint. What was he doing? This was the most unwise choice he’d ever 
made. Well... maybe not, but it was pretty sketchy. He knew he could get his palace 
back later, after whatever was happening ended. But he’d never see it again if he 
kept inching forward and the dragons attacked him. Ashguard or no, Dev wasn’t 
about to risk his life again. He waited agonizing minutes for the dragon to look 
away, and then he pivoted on his haunches and started creeping back the way he’d 
come. Through the orchard. Back to the village. 

He didn’t see the light go out, or the girl standing at the window peering out at 
him. 





Uncomfortable Lies 


Something is moving in the fog,” Fifer said, putting out her magical highlighter and 
squinting out of the library window. “Bigger than a fox.” 

“What is it?” asked Thisbe, alarmed. She sat up on the sofa in the glorious library 
tower, which Fifer had discovered after she’d returned with water from the pump. 
She’d helped Thisbe climb the stairs. And though the trip had been agonizing, it 
was a relief to have some comfort and warmth and books around them. But there 
were also some unsettling features of this room. Like the old ripped and 
bloodstained shirt wadded up in the corner. And the half-eaten fish that was now 
beginning to stink up the room. It wasn’t very rotten, though—not weeks or even 
several days old. More like someone had been here recently and had left in a hurry. 

“I can’t tell for sure,” said Fifer. “But it moves like a person. He’s creeping away 
from us.” 

“Must be some vagabond looking for shelter who saw the dragons and decided it 
wasn’t worth it,” said Thisbe. “Maybe he was trying to come back for his fish.” She 
wrinkled her nose. “Do we dare eat it?” 

“Tm tempted,” said Fifer, who was currently, unfortunately, not carrying 
anything to catch fish with. “Td use it for bait if I had a hook.” She paused and 
glanced at the fireplace. “The fire still has embers. I’m going to light it.” She stared 
hard out the window for another few seconds as the person disappeared into 
darkness and fog. Then she turned and went to the fireplace, using her uninjured 
hand to stoke the embers and add more wood to it. Soon the fire was crackling 
merrily and making shadows dance around the rotunda. 


“This would almost be pleasant if my ankle didn’t hurt so much,” said Thisbe. 
“And if we weren’t surrounded by dragons. Do you think we should do another 
send spell? Pm worried Florence or whoever is coming after us lost track of us. 
They definitely should have been here by now, wouldn’t you say?” 

“Hmm.” Fifer turned away from the fire and went over to the corner where the 
musical instruments were. She kept her face hidden because it was dripping with 
guilt. She knew she needed to come clean with Thisbe, but she was still struggling 
in her own mind to understand why she'd told Florence not to come. “I don’t want 
to waste components,” she said, but she knew it was a silly reason. If the others had 
actually followed them, as Thisbe believed and expected, of course they'd waste a 
send spell to make sure the twins could be located. 

“But then again, if theyre lost, why haven’t they responded?” Thisbe sat up 
higher, her voice edged with worry. “Maybe they’re just trying to figure out how to 
handle the dragons.” She turned to look out the east window and could just make 
out the northeast corner’s dragon in the darkness. “Or... do you think the Revinir 
was telling the truth about no one following us?” 

“Maybe Florence is worried about revealing that theyre coming,” said Fifer, 
cringing as she lied. “They might not know that the Revinir isn’t with us anymore.” 

“You're sure she’s not here?” 

“I looked all around the courtyard. In every direction. There are four red 
dragons, and that’s it.” 

“Then maybe I should just send a message to Rohan again. Or Florence. What 
did you say to her when you sent yours?” 

Fifer cringed again and picked up a roundish instrument with strings. She 
plucked it with one finger, making a face when she realized how out of tune it was 
and realizing she couldn’t tune it very easily with one hand. “Ugh, this is terrible.” 
She didn’t answer Thisbe’s question. She couldn’t remember exactly what the 
Revinir had said that had triggered Fifer’s rash actions. But a strange and scary idea 
had formed. What if they did join the Revinir’s side? 

“Fifer?” said Thisbe. 

Fifer jerked around. “What?” 

“Are you okay?” 

“I—yes, I’m feeling a lot better. Are you?” 

“Same, but I asked you what you wrote to Florence.” 

“Oh!” said Fifer. She explained sheepishly, “I got so annoyed by this out-of-tune 
lute, and I’m frustrated I can’t fix it.” 


“It’s a mandolin,” said Thisbe, which wasn’t a disagreement, just a classification. 
“Bring it here. I'll tune it.” 

Fifer exhaled a quiet breath, hoping she’d successfully changed the subject, and 
brought the mandolin to Thisbe. While Thisbe tuned it, Fifer yawned and sat down 
on another sofa. A cloud of dust rose up, and she waved it away, then sneezed 
several times. Thisbe finished with the instrument and flopped back wearily. 

“We should each take another medicine capsule and get some sleep,” Fifer said. 
“It'll help us heal. We'll feel so much better in the morning.” 

“But what about our people?” Thisbe asked. She felt confused by the pain, and 
exhaustion had taken its toll. 

“They're probably just resting somewhere for the night,” said Fifer. “If they’re not 
here by morning, we'll send the spell.” 

Placated, Thisbe winced in pain as she adjusted, trying to get comfortable. She 
uncorked her canteen and swallowed a capsule, then closed her eyes. Within 
minutes she was sleeping. 

Fifer did the same, but she couldn’t sleep. Instead she stared into the firelight, 
thinking about the Revinir. The Artiméans had brainstormed for months and had 
not come up with a way to beat her. She was surrounded by dragons who would do 
whatever she commanded. But what if Fifer and Thisbe could get close to the 
Revinir when her guard was down and sort of... infiltrate? Or act as double agents? 
What would it look like to join forces with the Revinir—or at least pretend to? If 
they worked closely with the dragon-woman, and if she grew to trust them, would 
it be easier to do away with her? Or at least figure out what her weaknesses were? 

It was the most frightening proposition Fifer could imagine. But the Revinir 
wanted Thisbe to join her so badly that it almost appeared to be an actual 
weakness, which the girls could exploit if they did it right. Could they pull off the 
most amazing con in the history of their worlds without messing it up? Could they 
use their brains, wits, and creative talents to convince the Revinir that they were 
willing to work with her after all? 

If they failed, the Revinir would exact revenge far and wide, and perhaps destroy 
everyone and everything in her path. But if they did it right... if they appealed to 
the angry abandoned girl named Emma who'd only wanted a partnership with her 
siblings... whose existence must still haunt the Revinir... it just might work. The 
Revinir didn’t have any other clear weakness that Fifer knew about yet. But she was 
arrogant, and she believed she could convince Thisbe to join her even after all the 
times Thisbe had refused. Perhaps that was the way in. But was it worth the risk? 


Fifer smoothed her robe, knowing that all of the noble head mages who'd gone 
before her had been so successful because of the risks they'd taken. It was a gut 
feeling, and Fifer wondered if she was actually using hers properly for once. She 
could feel it—the inner tug that told her this was right. It was what Florence had 
coached her to look for. What Simber had assured her was inside her. 

Now Fifer had to convince Thisbe. And if Fifer knew her twin, that task would 
prove to be difficult. As she drifted off, she recalled the thought she'd sent to 
Thisbe after the Revinir had captured them: Remember the fights we've won. Rescuing 
Pan’s young dragons from ten years of captivity. Escaping the burning castle. 
Freeing their fellow black-eyed rulers from mind control. Saving Artimé from 
Frieda Stubbs. Fifer was going to dwell on that mantra from now on. Based on 
those successes, she knew that it took more than strength. It took cunning and wits 
to succeed against someone who was far more powerful than the two most magical 
people Artime had ever seen. 





A Strange Sight 


Thisbe opened her eyes to find sunlight streaming over her. At first she didn’t know 
where she was. She moved to stretch, and the pain in her ankle brought everything 
back. At least she was feeling more clearheaded—yesterday had felt so foggy 
compared to now. She turned to find Fifer, who was standing at the east window. 

“Is someone out there?” Thisbe asked. “Did they come?” 

Fifer turned, but Thisbe couldn’t make out her expression because of the 
backlight. “Thiz, there’s something I’ve got to tell you.” 

Thisbe sat up, gingerly testing her ankle and finding it had improved. “What?” 
She looked around the library at the stacks of books, and it suddenly dawned on 
her where they were. “Oh! I think I know where we are—this must be Ashguard’s 
palace!” 

Fifer tilted her head and stepped out of the light. “Where?” 

“This is where Maiven went to find the ancient books. The Suresh family ruler, 
Ashguard the curmudgeon, lived here. This must be it. I can’t imagine it’s anything 
else.” 

Fifer looked nonplussed. “I don’t know who that is, but I’m glad you figured it 
out. How close is the nearest village?” 

“Oh, were out in the middle of nowhere,” Thisbe said, crestfallen. “I don’t 
exactly know, but we're surrounded by natural barriers. The crater lake is on one 
side, and I think there are mountains somewhere else.” She was quiet, then turned 
back to Fifer. “What did you have to tell me?” 


Fifer tapped the windowsill, then slowly went over to Thisbe and knelt next to 
the sofa near her feet. “Um... how’s your ankle?” 

“Not bad. A couple more doses of medicine and I should be able to hobble a bit. 
Did you see someone outside again?” 

“No. I mean the dragons are still there, but no people. No rescue team. And | 
didn’t expect to see them because, well, they’re... not coming.” 

“What?” demanded Thisbe. “How do you know? Did Florence send a reply?” 

“No,” said Fifer, looking very serious. She pressed the bridge of her nose and let 
out a resigned sigh. “I know because I told them not to come. That’s what I said to 
Florence in my message.” 

Thisbe’s lips parted, and a confused expression came over her face. “Why?” she 
said softly. “Why would you do that?” 

Fifer faltered, then plowed onward. “I had a gut feeling, and I went with it. I— 
Ivs hard for me to explain this without sounding like I’ve made a mistake, and I've 
been trying to figure it out for myself before I tried to explain it to you. I’m sorry I 
let it go this long.” 

Thisbe could feel angry heat coming up to her face. “You lied to me?” She 
couldn’t fathom what reasoning Fifer had for doing this. “Have you lost your mind? 
Fifer! We got abducted by the Revinir, and you told Florence not to help us? That’s 
nuts!” She fumed, thinking of all the ramifications of Fifer’s poor decision. “Let’s 
call them to come now before we starve to death.” She fumbled around, trying to 
find her component vest so she could look for a send spell. It was on the floor, just 
out of reach. Had Fifer moved it so Thisbe couldn’t take her out when she decided 
to confess this atrocity? 

“Wait!” said Fifer, rising to kick the vest farther away and backing up, wary of 
her sister’s sparking eyes and fingers. “Let me explain. Please!” 

Thisbe grew angrier, and she could feel her fingertips sparking. “Who do you 
think you are, taking my life in your hands like that without consulting me? I’m so 
furious right now I could spit fire. You'd better get out of my way.” 

Fifer hastily ran around the other side of the desk and crouched. “Thisbe, listen 
to me!” 

“Do you think that robe gives you the right to control my life, Head Mage Fifer?” 
Thisbe challenged. 

“What? No! Of course not! ’m—it has nothing to do with that!” 

“You are on a real power trip now, Miss Stowe,” Thisbe snarled. Smoke swirled 
up from her nostrils, and she could feel heat in her throat, begging to be released. 


She let out an angry dragon roar like she’d never known she could do before. 

Fifer stared, and Thisbe closed her mouth abruptly. “I didn’t know I could do 
that,” she said. She got to her feet and hobbled recklessly to the desk, too angry to 
feel pain. She peered out the east window at the dragons. 

“Don’t hurt me, please,” begged Fifer, crouching lower. 

“Be quiet,” Thisbe said, still furious, but focusing on something else outside for 
the moment. “The dragons heard my roar,” she said softly. “They're walking this 
way.” 

Fifer muttered something unintelligible under her breath and got up. Both girls 
watched as the two dragons from the front corners of the property moved toward 
the palace. The twins turned together to look out the window that overlooked the 
back of the property and saw those two dragons coming too. 

“What have you done?” Fifer whispered. 

“What have you done?” Thisbe fired back. She smoothed her scales and hopped 
on one foot back to her sofa; then she took a drink to try to cool the fire in her 
throat. 

“They’re sniffing the air,” Fifer reported. “Slowing down.” 

“Nothing to see here, dragons,” muttered Thisbe. She dropped her head into her 
hands, annoyed by Fifer and wishing the dragons away. “Are they still coming?” 

“They've stopped,” said Fifer. “They're turning around and going back.” 

“Good,” said Thisbe with a relieved breath. 

“How did you do that?” asked Fifer. 

“I got mad enough, I guess,” said Thisbe, eyeing her sister through slits. 

“Look, will you let me explain?” Fifer tentatively stepped closer. 

Thisbe shook her head and rolled her eyes, then sank back on the sofa. “Fine. 
Explain your madness, please. Because it sounds pretty bonkers to me.” 

Fifer wasn’t sure what bonkers meant but figured it was a Kaylee word. And it 
didn’t take much sleuthing to figure it out. “Bear with me,” she said. “I have a story 
to tell.” She went to the arm of Thisbe’s sofa and, when Thisbe didn’t set her on 
fire, perched on it. “After Alex died, when we were camped out in the forest 
searching for you, everybody kept asking me if I could feel your presence. And | 
couldn’t. Td never had that feeling that I knew what you were thinking, or where 
you were, or if youd been hurt—all that stuff that Alex and Aaron felt for each 
other. Did you ever feel a connection like that?” 

“No,” said Thisbe impatiently. “What does that have to do with you making a 
grand decision to endanger our lives without telling me?” 


“Tm getting to that,” Fifer explained. “Anyway, you felt it the other day like | 
did, right? First on the beach, then when the Revinir was carrying us away. We 
spoke to each other in our minds.” 

“True,” Thisbe admitted. “I still don’t get—” 

“Just give me two seconds,” Fifer said, getting angry now too. 

Thisbe crossed her arms over her chest and shot Fifer an annoyed look. 

Fifer glared back. “I think the things are connected.” 

“What things?” 

“Will you please just—” 

“Fine! Go on! Say words already!” 

Fifer stood up and stomped over to the south window, staring blindly out it as 
she seethed. She took a moment to collect herself. “Simber told me that I had good 
instincts and I needed to learn to rely on them. But for a long time | didn’t know 
what that felt like. I learned slowly over time, and my biggest moment, where | felt 
like I needed to make a life-altering move, was when I killed Frieda Stubbs. I felt it 
deep down, and I knew it was right a split second before I acted. Part of that came 
from you.” 

Thisbe pointedly kept her mouth shut. 

Fifer glanced over her shoulder to see that her sister was still paying attention, 
and then she continued. “The connection between you and me has grown since that 
moment when you first told me I needed to do away with Frieda. We hashed out 
our differences, and we grew closer again after being distant for a while. Only 
things aren't like before, when we were kids—not exactly. Our relationship grew 
deeper in a different way. On a different level.” She paused and turned around to 
face Thisbe. “And as we spent more time together, talking as leaders rather than 
just as twins, we began to... connect, | guess. So much that I felt that little electric 
jolt when we touched hands on the shore. Is that how it felt to you?” 

“I... yes. I just thought it was a static shock, but then later...” Thisbe’s anger had 
lessened. “I heard you in my head when the Revinir had us in her clutches.” 

“Exactly.” 

“But, if I may emphasize once more,” said Thisbe dryly, “I still don’t understand 
the connection.” 

“This is going to sound weird,” said Fifer. “But I think I've developed my gut 
sense that everyone kept telling me I should have.” She paused to let the words sink 
in. Thisbe narrowed her eyes but didn’t challenge it, so Fifer continued. “Simber 


and Florence repeatedly told me to search for it and trust it. And I think I've finally 
found it. It led to our tighter connection, as well as other things.” 

Thisbe frowned. “And the other things are...?” she asked suspiciously. 

“Well,” Fifer said, hesitating because it was going to sound bizarre. “I got a weird 
feeling when the Revinir was speaking to us that we should... stop fighting against 
her. Do you remember what I said to you in your mind?” 

Thisbe faltered. “I think it was something like ‘remember the fights we won.” 

“Yes. And how did we win our battles? Against dragons, against soldiers, against 
the catacombs and the Revinir, and against invisible Frieda Stubbs?” 

Thisbe grew skeptical again. “I feel like you want me to say something profound 
here, and I don’t know what it is, so why don’t you go ahead and tell me.” 

Fifer stared at her sister, thinking one word over and over in her head and trying 
to force it into Thisbe’s mind the way it had happened before. But if it was sent out 
telepathically, it didn’t connect—perhaps because the two were at odds at the 
moment. 

“Well?” Thisbe demanded. “Stop staring at me like a freak!” 

“Didn't you hear it?” 

Thisbe exploded. “No!” 

Fifer lifted her arms into the air and said, exasperated, “We won with our wits. 
Our smarts. Sure, magic helped against the soldiers, but we are not and never will 
be a match against the Revinir’s power and strength. We have to beat her with our 
minds! Don’t you see?” 

“And would you like to tell me how we're going to do that?” Thisbe shouted. 

“By joining her side!” Fifer screamed. 

The words rang in the rotunda. Both girls were silent for a long moment. 
Fuming. Incredulous. Confused. 

Then Thisbe put her face in her hands and shook her head wearily. “You have 
become completely unglued.” 

Fifer let out a frustrated noise and turned her back on her sister. She was mad at 
Thisbe, but she was also mad at herself for completely botching everything. The gut 
feeling she had was clear as day, but for the life of her she couldn’t explain it 
adequately in words. Thisbe was right. Fifer fought off tears of frustration and 
wiped her eyes angrily, then stared out the window, pressing her forehead against 
the cool glass as the fog outside was beginning to burn off. 

Then her eye caught something moving through the brush at the edge of the 
orchard. She focused on it, then gasped. She couldn’t believe it. Everything they'd 


just been fighting about faded. “Thisbe,” Fifer said, her anger slipping away. “You're 
going to freak out when I tell you what I’m seeing right now.” 





Testing the Dragons 


Dev had spent a restless night in the village, lying on a cold floor and trying to sleep. 
Trying to justify the fact that he was hiding from the dragons when maybe he 
should be defending his palace. Or meeting his grandfather. Or sleeping on his sofa. 
In Grimere, he’d reasoned, people walked around without the dragons bothering 
them. But this seemed different. The last time the Revinir had roared, it had been a 
command to kill him. Did that command expire after Drock had caught him mid- 
fall and taken him away? Or would these dragons still have that goal in mind if 
they discovered it was him? 

It’s not like the dragons had seemed to care that he’d been standing at the edge 
of the property earlier. But what if he took the lengthy trek from the orchard 
through the brush and up the hill, and went halfway across the open courtyard to 
the center tower—that was the part that frightened him the most. If the dragons 
decided they were interested in him after all, if they came for him once he stepped 
onto the property, he had no place to hide. They'd catch him for sure. Whether he 
made a run for the tower or back to the village, he wouldn’t be able to beat them. 

He'd thought about food. Could he catch some fish and use it to bribe them? Or 
perhaps the dragons went to the river to drink and eat at some point? That was it. 
He’d get close enough to spy and wait for them to go to the river. 

And that’s exactly where he’d been sitting for hours in the early-morning fog, 
waiting for at least one of the dragons to go to the river so his chances of being 
eaten were lessened. Not long ago all four had moved toward the tower, but then 
they'd retreated. Dev had held his ground and continued to wait. Then he saw the 


movement way up in his library window. The person, whoever it was, was still up 
there. 

He sat up as the person looked out. He couldn’t make out any features. The angle 
was too sharp, and the sun was bouncing off the dusty glass, obscuring his view 
with a glare. He didn’t feel afraid to be seen—humans weren't his enemies these 
days. Maybe Ashguard or whoever it was could help if he wasn’t hiding from the 
dragons. Keeping his eye on the great red beasts, Dev stood up and took a few slow 
steps forward through the brush, trying not to make any sudden movements that 
might set the dragons in motion. 

They looked at him but didn’t move. Dev kept walking. His heart began to 
pound, and his scales rose on his arms and legs, snagging his new wool skirt. 
“Everybody just stay where you are,” he muttered under his breath. “Nothing is 
happening here.” He kept his head down, watching from the corner of his eye, first 
one dragon, then the other. 

The front dragon made a noise and shook out its wings. It took a step toward 
him. Dev kept walking, picking up his pace slightly, acutely aware of where he was 
in relationship to safety at every moment. He reached the halfway point. If the 
dragon charged now, Dev was better off running for the tower than for the orchard 
and village. 

He began the climb up the hill and two more red dragons at the far corners of 
the property came into view. Great. They turned toward him, and one rose up to 
get a better view, then rumbled and spat a spray of fire. Dev pretended he was a 
townsperson in Dragonsmarche going about his business and didn’t slow down. He 
reached the edge of the courtyard and headed between two of the small towers, 
aiming for the larger one in the center of the property. His tower. Who would he 
find inside? At this point, he didn’t care. If it was anyone other than the gray man, 
he’d make them leave. 

None of the dragons took more than a few steps toward him. With his heartbeat 
pounding in his ears, Dev sprinted the last few steps to the middle tower doorway 
and darted inside. The foxes startled but then settled when they saw him. He said a 
few soothing words to comfort them and himself. And then he started up the 
stairwell as fast as he could climb. 

Halfway up he heard a noise and whirled around. Had the dragons come after 
him? He peered anxiously out of the windows and saw they were still in their 
corners. With a sigh of relief he turned. And there, on the curve of the stairwell 
several steps above him, was a shocking sight. 


“You're alive,” said Fifer softly. 

Dev sucked in a breath and stared at her. “Yes,” he whispered. And then, 
overcome by the sight of an ally, he gripped the handrail and doubled over, feeling 
pain and hope and fear crash together inside him. “Oh gods,” he whispered. “It’s 
you.” He suppressed a sob and covered his eyes, then looked again to make sure it 
was really Fifer. And that she was really wearing the head mage robe of Artime. 
“You came.” 

Fifer nodded, her expression cracking with emotion at the sight of his tears. She 
went down one more step uncertainly, then another. “Do you... want... help?” 

Dev nodded, overcome. He climbed the step to her and slipped his arms around 
Fifer’s waist in a hug. 

“Oh,” said Fifer, stiffening in surprise. After a moment she reached around him, 
too. Then she gently pressed his head against her shoulder, feeling his sobs. His 
warm tears soaked into her robe. She wasn’t quite sure what was happening to 
make him react like this. But whatever experiences he’d been through since she’d 
seen him last had obviously changed him. 

She reckoned she’d changed a bit since then too. 





Having It Out 


Come on,” Fifer said after a minute, and pulled away. “Thisbe is upstairs. She can’t 
wait to see you.” She took his trembling hand in her uninjured one and started up, 
pulling him along. “The Revinir told us she’d killed you. So seeing you in the brush 
was quite a shock. A pleasant surprise, | mean.” 

Dev swallowed hard. “Thisbe is here?” 

Fifer nodded, then studied his expression, but it was unreadable. “We have a lot 
of catching up to do.” 

“We sure do,” muttered Dev, as hard feelings came out of nowhere. Thisbe was 
way out here? Had she been looking for him? He had a lot of questions for her. 
“Anyone else?” 

“No, just us two.” 

They rounded the curve at the fourth floor, and Dev paused to look at the fresh 
piles of debris from Thisbe and Fifer’s unfortunate fall and the new gaping holes in 
the floor. “What happened there?” 

“That’s where the Revinir dropped us,” Fifer said. “We went right through the 
rotted roof and two or three floors before we stopped.” 

Dev muttered something unsavory before turning to Fifer with new respect. 
“How are you alive after a fall like that?” 

“Luck. And soft rotten wood.” 

They neared the top. Dev pushed ahead, climbing swiftly to his home. To see 
Thisbe. He came up through the floor and spied her on his sleeping sofa. Their eyes 
connected, and Dev stopped abruptly, feeling a million emotions at once and not 


sure how to express them. Anger bubbled up first. He started toward her, balling 
up his fists. “Why—how?” he said, his voice cracking so much that he could hardly 
finish the question. “How could you!” 

“Dev.” Thisbe got up and hobbled over to him. She gripped the railing for 
support, and tears streamed down her face. “I’m so sorry. And I’m so happy to see 
you alive! Please forgive me. I can explain everything.” 

Dev stared with doubt in his eyes for a long moment, then dropped them and 
noticed her limp. “Your ankle...” 

“It’s fine. But, Dev—you’ve been on my mind every day. I’m so sorry we had to 
leave you.” 

“I saw you go,” Dev choked out. He turned away and put his hand over his face as 
Fifer reached the top and hung back. Then he looked at Thisbe again. “I saw all of 
you on the ghost dragons. I called out to you. I screamed your name. And you didn’t 
turn around.” 

Thisbe gripped her tangled hair, distraught. “I didn’t know,” she wailed. “I didn’t 
hear you. Where were you?” 

“In one of the towers. Locked up. She saw right through my act.” He stumbled 
over to the window, trying to get away from the emotion, but it followed him. “I 
told you she would.” 

Thisbe grimaced. “We couldn’t risk checking for you. There were dragons 
everywhere. I assumed when you didn’t come to our meeting place that she'd sent 
you to the dungeon.” 

“Well, she didn’t.” Dev sniffed hard and wiped his eyes on his sleeve, then took a 
deep breath and let it out. “I warned you it wouldn’t work. That I wasn’t a good 
enough actor. She—she tried to kill me.” 

“She thinks you're dead,” Thisbe said. “She told us so. I’m so sick about all of this. 
And I understand if you can never forgive me. I really thought our plan would 
work. But in the end... well, you turned out to be the sacrifice. You saved the rest of 
us. And we were all planning to come back, to find you and take down the Revinir 
just as soon as we could. But then she abducted Fifer and me from Artimé and told 
us you were dead. And 1... I felt like I died inside. You're like a brother to me, Dev. 
You're my family now. I’m so happy you're alive. How did you escape?” 

Dev narrowed his eyes and looked sharply at Thisbe, but he didn’t say anything 
for a long moment. Some of his anger slipped away at her words. “It was Drock,” he 
said in a quiet voice so the dragons outside wouldn’t hear. “He saved my life. He’s 
not under her mind control after all. Not yet, anyway.” 


“Seriously?” said Fifer, moving farther into the room. “That’s great to know. 
Wonderful news.” 

Dev turned, realizing she’d been standing there. “Yes.” He looked back at Thisbe. 
“We have a lot of things to talk about.” 

Thisbe nodded. Fifer joined her sister on the sofa. The twins put their previous 
argument aside so they could fill Dev in on everything that had happened after the 
ghost dragons had brought Thisbe and her crew to Artimé, including the civil war 
they'd helped win. Then Dev told them what had happened with Drock catching 
him and bringing him to the cavelands, and his time with Astrid, and then coming 
here. He told them about the biggest fright of his life in the river, hiding from the 
Revinir and the red dragons, and the dread that came with seeing the Revinir 
return. So much had happened, and their stories stretched on through the 
afternoon. By the time they were tired of talking, some of Dev’s hurt feelings were 
soothed. But it would take him a while to build trust with Thisbe again. 

“Have you eaten anything?” Dev asked after his stomach growled loudly. “I had to 
leave my fish in a hurry when I saw the Revinir coming, and I haven't had any food 
since.” He looked around. “Where is it? Did it go bad?” 

“We weren’t sure how long it had been sitting there,” said Fifer. “So I put it in 
the courtyard, thinking we could use it for bait, or fashion the bones to make 
fishing hooks or something.” She glanced at him. “But I found the water pump. 
We're a little worried about what the dragons will do if we go to the river, but we 
don’t really have a choice. So I've been trying to figure out how to catch fish 
without fishing line. Do you still have yours?” 

“Better yet, I have a net,” he said. “But do you think the dragons will come after 
me?” 

“They've had ample chance to nab you,” Fifer reasoned. “They know you're here.” 

Thisbe added, “We think their job is to intimidate us and keep Fifer and me 
from leaving. So I don’t think they'll hurt you.” 

“Yeah,” said Fifer. “The Revinir is trying to break us down so we join her side.” 

Dev snorted with laughter for the first time. “That’s a joke,” he said. “Like it 
would ever happen. She’s delirious.” 

Fifer shifted uneasily, and Thisbe gave her a “See, I told you so” look. But neither 
started in on that heated topic again. It would have to wait. 

“TIl go with you to fish,” Fifer said to Dev. “The dragons didn’t do anything at all 
when I went to get water from the pump earlier. Hey, Thiz, are you feeling strong 
enough to stoke the fire so we can cook?” 


“I think I can manage it,” said Thisbe. She handed Fifer her empty canteen, and 
the two exchanged a wary glance. “We'll talk later about the other thing,” Thisbe 
added, “but Dev’s right. And we're going to need to contact Florence. Soon.” 

Dev raised an eyebrow, not sure what that conversation was about. Fifer 
shrugged as if she didn’t care, even though she cared deeply. She’d have to figure 
out a different angle to convince Thisbe. But meanwhile, she was starving. She 
slipped both canteen straps over her head and one arm. Dev took his along too. As 
they exited the courtyard, the dragons barely acknowledged them, though the 
dragon at the back corner by the river seemed concerned they would try to travel 
beyond the boundary he'd set. Still, he let them go and adjusted his position to 
watch closely. After a while Dev and Fifer got used to him being there. 

They quickly fell into their old pattern of friendship when it had been at its best, 
in the forest before Dev and Arabis had fallen under the Revinir’s mind control. 
They chatted as they fished, filling in many of the questions they had for each other 
and adding detail to their stories. But Fifer didn’t bring up her idea about the 
Revinir. Instead, she had something else she wanted to express. 

“Thisbe truly is sorry,” she told Dev. “I want you to know that. She was sick 
about leaving you behind. She cares about you... and so do I. I think she felt like it 
was all her fault when we heard you were dead. She would have never forgiven 
herself if it had been true.” 

Dev was taken aback by Fifer’s kind words and couldn’t look at her. The Revinir 
had told him that no one cared about him. That sentiment had echoed a lifetime of 
abuse as a slave for a selfish princess who only liked him when he was assisting her 
in making mischief and taking the blame for her misdeeds. Could the Revinir be 
wrong? Or was Fifer lying just to appease him? 

After a minute Dev grunted, then checked the position of the nearest dragon, 
wanting to be careful what he said in its presence. That the dragons had seen him 
alive was already a risk, because if the Revinir thought to ask them if they had, 
they’d answer truthfully. But it was too late to change that, so he wanted them to 
have as little information about him as possible. He scooped the net swiftly and 
pulled out a flopping fish, then slid it on the grass for Fifer to handle. He leaned 
toward her, then whispered, “I’m just not sure where we go from here. We can’t let 
the Revinir know I’m alive. And I’m sure she'll be coming back for you eventually.” 


»» «a « 


By sunset the three were full and feeling more comfortable physically. Thisbe’s 
ankle and Fifer’s wrist and their other injuries and aches from the fall were healing 
nicely, thanks to the magical medication Henry had made sure the head mage 
carried. They were settling in with one another too, but kept the conversation light 
—they were all still dealing with the emotional reunion and new situation of living 
in this onion bulb together, and figuring out what life looked like from here. 

And Fifer’s mind was distracted by something else entirely: how to convince 
Thisbe of what they needed to do... and somehow include Dev without revealing to 
the Revinir that he was very much alive. 





Resolved 


In Artimé, Rohan did his best to step into a sort of leadership role, though it was 
weird because this wasn’t his island or his people. He observed as more and more 
people and creatures from other islands began to arrive in Artimé, and he knew 
without a doubt that the good mages of this land had more than a surface 
knowledge of their neighbors and a relationship with them. They had strong bonds 
that could only have been built over time. The people from Warbler, Karkinos, and 
the Island of Shipwrecks were clearly dedicated to the Artiméans. And so were a 
surprising number of the people in Quill. When they heard that Florence was 
calling for their help, they flocked to the shore in such great numbers that Aaron 
had to take a moment to magically extend the lawn so everyone could fit. Even 
some of the former dissenters begrudgingly joined in, for their lives had been saved 
multiple times by the fighting teams of Artimé. And perhaps seeing what a civil 
war could do to their precious land had changed a few of them along the way. 

As Florence trained everyone, Rohan watched the seasoned generation of 
leaders, like Lani and Samheed and Aaron, and the elder scientists like Ishibashi, as 
well as Queen Maiven, with reverence and respect. He absorbed their moves and 
decisions and tried to figure out the mental steps they took that led them to make 
the choices they made. He was a sponge in the middle of the lawn, soaking up the 
expertise of the ones who'd built such a great example of leadership. And he took 
Florence’s request seriously. He didn’t want to let her down. 

But he missed Thisbe. Desperately. Achingly. She’d brought out the boldness in 
him, and now that she was gone, some of his courage had left him. He knew he had 


to flesh it out again on his own, but it wasn’t easy. He was in a foreign land. 
Anxious about his pria. His love. 

Rohan was a young man. Fourteen, on the verge of fifteen at his best guess—he 
wasn't sure of his age. But his connection with Thisbe was electric. It was life 
changing. And he knew she felt something for him, too, though it might not be on 
the same level. She was driven by duty, as was he, and that in itself seemed enough 
to make them compatible. When separated, they were strong. But together they 
were stronger. Fluid. Dare he say it? Unstoppable. Whether they worked together 
as friends or something more was to be decided by fate. But working with Thisbe 
for life was no longer an if. They had formed something, an unbreakable bond, that 
couldn’t be removed no matter how much distance was between them. Thisbe had 
changed Rohan’s life. And even if he could only admire her from afar, so be it. But 
he knew that their connection had solidified something incredibly powerful 
between them that no human nor beast nor dragon-woman could sever. 

Love was a strong word. He knew that, too, and anyone who hadn’t experienced 
this feeling couldn’t possibly relate to it. If what Rohan felt for Thisbe wasn’t love, 
it was a step above it. Something transcendent that hadn't yet been named. 

Luckily, he could concentrate on other things, though it was difficult at times. 
But when it came to assisting Thisbe’s people and statues that she counted on most, 
he was all in. Whatever it took, he would do it. His passion and drive had the 
wondrous ability to shove aside his weariness and fatigue. And his desire to be as 
powerful as possible against the Revinir was so strong that he would do anything... 
to learn everything. 

That’s why staying in Artimé wasn’t quite as painful as it could have been, 
though he knew Thisbe had been captured again. He agreed with Florence and 
Thisbe that there was only one chance to beat the Revinir. And at first it seemed 
like their chance had been fumbled or lost because of Thisbe and Fifer’s capture. 
But Florence and Maiven didn’t waver, so neither did Rohan. The two of them 
knew that they all had to be at their strongest in order to continue on. And Rohan 
wouldn’t stand by and let anyone eclipse him. This was his duty to the land of the 
dragons, and his duty to Queen Maiven Taveer and the crown. He wouldn't let the 
Revinir or anyone supporting her stand in his way. He was ready to be a great 
warrior like Florence. To assist Thisbe and Maiven. And to eliminate anyone who 
sided with the evil dragon-woman, for no doubt she was recruiting people left and 
right while holding all the dragons hostage. There was no question about putting 
an end to her. And he would convince his fellow black-eyed slaves of this too. They 


had one chance to knock out this monster, and they had to succeed. There was no 
alternative except to lose everything, including wiping the black-eyed rulers out of 
existence. And with so much life left to live, Rohan wouldn’t take that as an 
answer. The upcoming weeks would be the greatest education Rohan had ever 
received. And he was ready for it. 

There was nothing that could possibly make his faith in Thisbe and her people 
waver. They were going to win. He could feel it—things were going to go their way 
eventually. But in the meantime, without Thisbe there, the chasm of loneliness in 
Rohan’s heart was growing deeper by the day. 

He only wished he could talk to her. Just once. Just for a moment. He had a slew 
of send components now, but he knew what Florence had said. Under no 
circumstances should anyone contact Fifer or Thisbe. It could endanger their lives. 
So with great reluctance, Rohan kept his components safely tucked away next to 
his heart. 





Meeting oF The Minds 


A week passed in the palace surrounded by red dragons, and every day Fifer had to 
fight Thisbe to not call on Florence to come for them. To convince her to hold oft 
from communicating at all for now. “We only have a few send components,” Fifer 
argued. “We have to save them for when we really need them. But right now, 
Florence is probably training everybody and making our army stronger, and you 
and I are living a pretty good life here with Dev while the Revinir thinks were 
suffering. Do you see what I’m saying?” 

“I get that,” said Thisbe impatiently, “but if we call Florence now, she can send 
someone for us and we'll all be in Artimé training together.” 

“Ah, but then the Revinir will find out, and she'll be even angrier. And you're 
assuming our people can fight off four dragons. I feel confident they will attack if 
we attempt to leave, and even if we succeed in escaping, they'll follow us if we don’t 
slay them! We can’t have our people fighting those dragons when theyre not the 
ones who matter. There’s only one dragon who matters, and we need to save our 
fighters for her. I really wish you'd listen to my idea.” 

By now, Dev had heard bits and pieces of Fifer’s backward-sounding plan to join 
the Revinir’s side, and he’d agreed strongly with Thisbe. But he hadn’t heard Fifer 
explain it directly. “All right,” he said from across the room. “I'll take the bait. What 
is your plan exactly, Fifer?” 

Thisbe rolled her eyes and turned away, but didn’t try to stop Fifer from 


answering. 


Fifer fidgeted with her robe, not expecting the abrupt question and not wanting 
to mess up the answer again. But she’d been mulling things over for a long time, 
and she was ready. 

“Okay,” she said. “Here is where we stand. From our best deductions, based on 
what all three of us know, the Revinir came here some time ago to scout out the 
area and discovered that it was remote and deserted—that was when Dev hid in the 
river.” 

Dev nodded. “Agreed.” 

Thisbe didn’t indicate she was listening. 

Fifer continued. “She probably scouted out other areas too, and decided that 
since Thisbe was so good at escaping the castle, she needed a new place to keep her 
from which she couldn’t escape. So she chose this palace—she could easily station 
dragons around here to keep her locked in the area, but she wouldn't starve to 
death, and she could find shelter from the weather. She doesn’t want Thisbe dead, 
but she wants to break her. She believes that because Thisbe’s level of evilness is 
ereater than her level of goodness, she’s the easiest nut to crack of all the black-eyed 
rulers. And rightly or wrongly, she concludes that because of this, Thisbe will be 
the one most likely to join her. In her mind, they will successfully create the bond 
between dragon and black-eyed ruler that is necessary to take over authentic 
leadership of Grimere and the land of the dragons.” 

Dev frowned. “What is necessary to do that? I've never known the rules.” 

“Maiven Taveer said that the dragons must be of sound mind, which they are 
not, and they must vote for a leader, which they have not done. And the black-eyed 
people appoint a ruler, which they have done—it’s Queen Maiven Taveer, not 
Thisbe. We don’t think the Revinir knows these rules, because she believes she can 
just assume the position of head dragon. And she doesn’t know that Maiven is alive, 
much less that she’s the reigning queen of Grimere.” 

“Okay,” said Dev, trying to keep up. 

Fifer continued. “But she does seem to know that the ruling dragon and the 
black-eyed ruler must also officially choose each other to be partners in order to 
restore the leadership of the land. Without that agreement, the rightful rulership 
cannot be restored, and the ghost dragons won't be able to pass on to their next 
life.” 

“And you think the answer to this is for Thisbe to pretend she’s ready to make 
that commitment to the Revinir?” asked Dev. “So it gives Thisbe the power and the 


title of ruler alongside a tyrant—which would make Thisbe look like a terrible 
person.” 


” 


“Exactly!” said Thisbe, turning sharply. “And even if I wanted to do that, which | 
don’t, the bigger problem is that the black-eyed people choose their ruler, and so 
do the dragons. We've already got our ruler in Maiven—” 

“Whom the Revinir doesn’t know exists,” Fifer reminded her. 

“—and,” Thisbe went on, “the dragons, in their right minds, would never choose 
the Revinir to lead them!” 

“That’s exactly my point,” said Fifer. “They're not in their right minds. So the 
rulership won't actually transfer, and all will be fine. But the Revinir knows 
nothing of this! Think of it from her perspective. She believes she has everything 
she needs except the black-eyed ruler to give her the blessing of the partnership. 
She’s so close to it that she’s practically drooling.” 

“So...” said Dev, thinking hard. “But wait. If Thisbe isn’t the proper leader, 
because Maiven is, then the partnership won't go through.” 

“That is what I’ve been trying to say,” said Fifer, and she began ticking things off 
on her fingers: “The dragons aren’t in their right minds to choose a leader. Even if 
they were, they wouldn’t choose her. The Revinir doesn’t know about Maiven being 
the chosen pick for the black-eyed rulers. So she won’t know that this plan will fail 
in a variety of ways.” 

Thisbe looked highly skeptical. “Then what good is it to do it?” 

Fifer pressed her lips together, trying to stay calm and choose her words 
properly. “Look at where we are. Were stuck, far away from her. The Revinir has 
one hundred percent control of us from afar, and we have no way of stopping her— 
and let’s be honest. We know that killing her is the only way to break the spell. But 
if she comes to check on us, or if you tell one of the dragons to take you to her, you 
can say you're feeling desperate and starting to change your mind. You tell her you 
want to consider entering into that agreement with her... with a few conditions, 
just so it’s not suspicious. Then you take up residence in the castle alongside her, 
and she puts trust in you, and you have chances to be alone with her.” Fifer gave her 
a hard look. 

Thisbe stared at the fireplace for a long time. “And if I’m alone with her,” she 
said slowly, “I can use the obliterate spell to destroy her without hurting anyone 
else.” 

Fifer held her breath. After a moment, she let it out. “Yes,” she said softly. 

“That’s a lot of ifs. And it’s a huge risk, when she could freak out and kill me at 


any time. What happens when we get to the point of agreement and the 
partnership doesn’t take effect because Maiven is still alive? She'll know 
something’s up.” 

“You can say you didn’t know the rules either.” 

“Shell never believe me,” Thisbe muttered. 

“You've lied to her successfully before,” Dev said quietly. “I think you're the only 
one who can do it. For some reason she can’t read you like she can read the others. 
She told me that when I was in the tower. It seemed like she begrudgingly admired 
that in you.” 

Fifer nodded. “She said as much when she abducted us.” 

Thisbe closed her eyes and sighed. “It’s dangerous.” 

“Well,” said Fifer, “we'll have a backup plan then. Yes—so maybe we will alert 
Florence and ask everybody to come, or at least a few of them at first. But,” said 
Fifer, growing serious, “we can’t tell any of them that you are faking this 
partnership. The Revinir could use dragon-bone broth and get the truth out of any 
of them. And she'll need to see that our people are truly upset about this venture 
between you two—that’s exactly the kind of proof we'll want to convince her that 
you've really changed your mind. She’s going to want to crow about this, not keep it 
secret. Shell want all of the seven islands to know that one of their beloved mages 
has joined her in ruling the land of the dragons.” 

Thisbe shook her head. “I don’t know about this.” 

Fifer leaned in. “Remember what she said when she abducted us? She wants all of 
our people to come to her so she can fight them at home. I’m saying we give her 
exactly that and beat her at her own game. She'll never know what hit her.” 

The three were silent as their thoughts whirred crazily. 

“It’s not a bad plan,” Dev admitted. 

Fifer shot him a grateful look. Then she turned back to Thisbe and reiterated, 
“We have to convince everyone that you've entered this agreement willingly 
because you are more evil than good. So that if they ever get captured, they won’t 
give it away.” 

“Even Rohan?” Thisbe whispered. Something wretched pounded behind her eyes. 

The fire crackled sharply, and sparks shimmered and settled. 

“All of the humans, for sure,” said Fifer. “Since they are all vulnerable to the 
broth. Irll take some work to convince them. But I have ideas for how to do that, 
too.” 

Dev glanced at Fifer with renewed respect, but he could see why Thisbe would 


be so against this plan. It seemed difficult, yet what a gloriously smart way to beat 
the Revinir. 

Agitated, Thisbe got up and limped over to the fireplace. “How do you get 
Florence and everybody here?” 

“Sometime after you're gone,” said Fifer, “TIl call them in with a send component. 
I can feed them the lies.” 

“So now you're not going with me?” asked Thisbe. “I have to do this alone?” New 
fears struck her—fears she’d been able to tamp down until now. One in particular 
left her incredibly unsettled. She didn’t want to entertain it and tried to smother it. 

Fifer frowned, thinking hard. “I want to go,” she admitted. “But it'll be more 
realistic without me—she’s not going to believe that I've changed my mind. In 
fact...” She squeezed her eyes shut and imagined how things would play out. “In 
fact,” she said again. “Yes. It’s better this way. We'll have you sneak off. Pll send for 
Florence, and I'll be devastated and furious that you are doing this. I'll say that | 
tried to talk you out of it, but you were embracing your evil side. Everyone will 
believe it if I'm the one to say you betrayed us. Because they think I never lie.” 

“I know that’s not true,” Thisbe retorted. 

“Yes, but they don’t.” Fifer smiled sweetly, then got up and went to Thisbe and 
placed her hand on her sister’s arm. “Just think about it,” Fifer said. “I know it’s a 
lot to process.” 

Thisbe shook her head slowly. “I don’t know,” she muttered. She looked at Fifer, 
and something electric passed between them again, restoring their connection that 
had been lost during their massive argument. It gave Thisbe a moment of relief 
from her fears. 

Fifer felt it and sucked in a breath—it seemed like a good sign that this was the 
right thing to do. Thisbe might not be sure yet. But Fifer was. And they had a lot of 
work to do before they could put this plan in motion. 





Coming to Terms 


(hishe folled the thoughts over in her mind for a few days, trying to convince 
herself that Fifer’s idea wasn’t strong enough. That it would never work. Because 
for Thisbe, the whole “measuring one’s good and evil levels” had been a bit of a 
sensitive issue ever since she'd learned of this dragon concept. She knew that Dev 
was exactly half-good and half-evil. And his personality had imitated that, 
coincidence or not. 

She also knew that Fifer was way more good than evil, and it had shown 
throughout her entire life. Though there were exceptions. Killing Frieda Stubbs, for 
example. And this recent infiltration idea Fifer had come up with was pretty much 
something straight out of an evil person’s playbook. So maybe someone’s level 
wasn't totally indicative of what their actions would be like. 

When the Revinir had told Thisbe she was more evil than good, it had felt really 
strange and unsettling. Rohan had heard this pronouncement. He hadn’t seemed 
bothered by it, but it had bothered Thisbe quite a lot. She didn’t feel evil... or 
particularly good, either. But the Revinir’s assumption that Thisbe, because she was 
more evil than good, would automatically want to be like the dragon-woman, or 
even work with her? It was insulting and borderline horrifying. 

There was a lot to consider regarding Fifer’s proposal. But there was one thing 
that bothered Thisbe the most. Something she hadn’t voiced. Something she’d 
barely allowed herself to worry about over the past year or two. It was a 
preposterous fear, yet Thisbe couldn’t shake it. And now the question pounded her: 
If she joined forces with the Revinir, would that somehow trigger this purported 


evilness inside her? Would Thisbe try being evil... and like it? And worse, did 
Thisbe secretly want to be in partnership with the Revinir because she was more 
evil than good, but she just hadn't realized it yet? Maybe she was on the brink of 
falling into an abyss of evil. Was that what had happened to Emma, the girl who 
had turned into the Revinir? 

She thought about the journals she’d read in Artimé. She hadn’t gotten as far as 
she'd wanted to before the dragon-woman appeared out of nowhere in the jungle. 
But what shed learned was that Emma was a pretty normal girl who'd felt 
distanced from her siblings. And when they’d left her behind to do bigger things, 
she became angry and turned a corner that led her down a really horrifying path of 
revenge. 

What if that happened to Thisbe? What if she turned into someone as horrible 
as the Revinir? Was that the kind of person the Revinir had seen in her from the 
first day in the catacombs? Someone just like her? 

Thisbe tried to push these thoughts aside. She hated that the Revinir had gotten 
inside her head. She could recall her voice too easily from the awful catacombs, and 
it swam through her ears. Cajoling her. Telling her she was her secret weapon. Now 
she finally understood what the dragon-woman meant. And that made it even 
worse. How could Thisbe do this—pretend to join the Revinir, to be the one to 
carry out her plan? And what would that do to her mentally and emotionally? 

And besides all of that, what would others think of her? Rohan and Simber and 
Florence and Aaron and Maiven and the rest? Those thoughts were the worst. Sure, 
they’d find out the truth eventually. But they would be so disappointed in her. If 
there was anything Thisbe couldn’t stand, it was someone being disappointed in 
her. Like Alex had been the last time she’d seen him. A pain speared through her. 

“Tm going for a walk,” she announced abruptly. Fifer and Dev were across the 
room, examining sticks from a pile Dev had gathered. She didn’t want them to 
come with her, and she made that clear in her tone, for they didn’t offer. Thisbe 
needed to get out of there, no matter how her ankle felt. Shed been cooped up 
since they'd been dropped here. Maybe some fresh air would do her good. 

It took her a long time to get down all the flights of stairs, but she finally made it 
and began a slow walk across the courtyard. The fresh breeze and sunshine lifted 
her spirits immediately, but now Alex was on her mind. Maybe that was why she’d 
had such a hard time with his death—his disappointment in her. And yet he had 
come after her when shed needed help. Had he died still feeling that same way? 
Had her mistakes, which had brought him to Grimere, caused his death? And did 


he realize that at the end? Was his final thought before he died about his 
continuing disappointment in her? 

And now all the rest of Artimé and Grimere would be disappointed too. They'd 
hardly had a chance to see that she’d grown and accomplished things. Alex had 
never seen it. Fifer had barely witnessed it. Thisbe pictured what it would be like 
when Fifer told everyone that she had left to join forces with their worst enemy. 
She imagined Aaron’s face at hearing that news. The thought made her sick. 

And then she pictured Rohan, and her heart tore. He would feel personally 
betrayed. It could hurt him so badly that he might never forgive Thisbe when this 
was all over. When she could tell him the truth. Would anyone believe her? What if 
they didn’t? Could Rohan ever trust her again after this? The decision was 
potentially life altering, and Thisbe didn’t think she could do it. It would be the 
hardest thing she’d ever done. And she could lose the one who filled her soul... 
forever. 

Thisbe blinked hard in the sunshine and checked the location of the dragons. 
They had their eyes on her, but they didn’t come for her. The fog that she’d seen 
every morning and evening from the windows had burned off for now. She 
continued over the grass and headed toward the back of the property to the river 
until her ankle ached, and then she stopped and watched the water flow. Watched 
it wash away everything in its path. 

She thought about the story Dev had told about hiding from the Revinir, and 
about how one of the images he’d seen had come to happen in his life, just like what 
had happened with her. Dev had been so brave, so desperate, so totally unwilling to 
be caught by the Revinir, that he’d been ready to die rather than be captured again. 

Thisbe didn’t really know how the people of Grimere and the surrounding 
villages were feeling about the dragon-woman, but they certainly had to be scared 
too—the ones the Revinir hadn’t fed the dragon-bone broth to, anyway. Then there 
were Thisbe’s fellow black-eyed friends, whose lives were in danger. Would they be 
willing to do anything to avoid capture like Dev had done? 

Thisbe thought about Fifer’s plan. If Thisbe didn’t go along with the Revinir, 
would the Revinir go after one of the others instead and try to force them into the 
partnership? Thisbe didn’t like that idea either. That could turn out frighteningly 
bad for everyone involved. 

She closed her eyes, tipped her head back, spread her arms wide, and let the 
breeze flow over her. The land of the dragons was hers—the land of her people. Her 
grandmother should be ruling it. And maybe Thisbe or one of her friends could be 


the ruler someday if they ever got it back. But if they couldn’t stop the Revinir, the 
black-eyed rulership would end forever. All of them were in danger—not just her 
and Fifer and Dev. Not just the rest of the black-eyed humans and the dragons. 
Everyone in the land of the dragons, plus everyone in the seven islands, was 
threatened. And no one could come up with any other viable way to overthrow the 
Revinir. 

Fifer’s plan had a few holes in it. But together, maybe they could fill them. And it 
seemed possible they could succeed. Thisbe was an excellent actor—she felt pretty 
good about being able to convince the Revinir she was joining her side. But could 
Thisbe come to terms with how hard this would be mentally when everyone she 
loved would think she had betrayed them? Rohan’s face kept coming to mind. How 
could she even look at him again, knowing how wrecked he'd feel? Hed be 
devastated. That was by far the worst part of all of this. 

Yet after months of brainstorming with the best warriors they knew, this was 
the first idea about how to defeat the Revinir that actually sounded like it could 
work. And Thisbe was the only one in the right spot and with the right creative 
skills to do it. 

She let her hands drop to her sides and opened her eyes. It seemed like everyone 
in two worlds was depending on her. It was a heavy load to bear. And that tiny but 
awful worry about actually liking the evil side continued to sow doubts in Thisbe’s 
mind. Is this how it had begun for Emma? Or for Aaron? Was there any way to 
control that, or was it her destiny? 

Thisbe turned back to the palace and started walking. Her ankle didn’t hurt 
quite so much going back—perhaps she'd loosened it up a little. And maybe the 
sunshine had helped her spirits overall, despite the gravity of the fears Thisbe 
wrestled with. Going up those stairs would be a challenge. But she was pretty good 
at facing challenges head on. 

Once Thisbe neared the top, she called out. “Fifer?” 

“What is it?” said Fifer, coming to the landing. “Do you need help?” 

Thisbe shook her head. She’d done so many hard things alone. And this was just 
one more. “I’m going to do it. Your plan, I mean. I... FI do it.” 





Filling in Some Pieces 


While ships continued to arrive in Artimé filled with Warblerans determined to 
support Florence and the rest of her team, Fifer, Thisbe, and Dev strategized in 
Ashguard’s library without telling anyone what they were doing. They lived fairly 
peacefully with the four red dragons, whom the humans had decided by now must 
have been instructed not to harm anyone on the property, but to keep them from 
leaving. And as long as they didn’t step outside of the dragons’ boundaries or cross 
the river, the three black-eyed schemers were safe and free to roam. 

“How does it begin?” Thisbe asked. She lay sprawled on her stomach on the 
library floor with papers surrounding her. She and Fifer and Dev had sketched 
plans, discarded them for other plans, then returned to the original ideas. 

“First, we wait awhile,” said Fifer. “Not just so we can be strong and fully healthy 
again, but also to get the Revinir chomping at the bit.” 

“She’s going to expect me to be suffering and ready to give up,” Thisbe said. “So | 
can’t look too healthy.” 

“True,” said Fifer. “But I want your ankle fully healed.” 

“Fair. And I agree, we want her to be getting anxious and wondering if Pll ever 
come around. The more time that goes by, the better the chances she'll believe I’ve 
come to work with her.” Thisbe hesitated. “She'll ask about you, Fifer. What’s our 
plan there?” 

Dev chimed in. “Play up the good-evil thing. You're evil; Fifer’s good; you left her 
behind. She loves talking about that stuff. It’s like how some people talk about 
astrology and the stars—she’s a true believer that it means something.” 


Thisbe glanced at him. “Don’t you believe in the good-evil levels?” 

“Pfft. It’s bollocks.” 

“Really?” said Fifer, sitting up. “But what about you? You're fifty percent good 
and fifty percent evil, and your actions totally fit that.” 

Thisbe flashed Fifer a warning look, and Dev’s jaw dropped. “I’m... what now?” he 
asked. “I don’t think I knew that.” He frowned, thinking it over. 

“Hux said not to tell him,” Thisbe muttered. “The knowledge can really mess 
with your mind. Believe me.” 

Dev tapped his lips. “Exactly half? That’s unusual, isn’t it?” 

“It’s probably not even accurate anymore,” Thisbe said. “That’s just what Hux 
told us when we first met you. These levels must change all the time.” 

“I didn’t think it was still a secret,” said Fifer sheepishly. “Sorry, Dev. And 
Thisbe’s right. You’ve changed a lot since we first met you. You seem to be more 
good than evil now.” 

“See?” Thisbe exploded. “Now you're making assumptions! You're saying that just 
because Dev is nicer to you than he used to be, it means he’s somehow gotten more 
goodness in him. And that is not at all an indicator! Im nice to you. Does that mean 
I’m mostly good? Obviously not.” 

“You're being kind of a snot right now,” Fifer remarked. 

Thisbe fumed. “You just feel like it’s no big deal because you see yourself in the 
clear, based on the assumption that having more good inside you is better. You're 
someone who's been told they're more good than evil. So you don’t see the impact 
this has on people like me, who have a bias automatically applied to them. I’m more 
evil than good, so therefore you expect me to do bad things. You probably even pity 
me, you annoyingly righteous do-gooder. That’s not fair. What if you ignored your 
inner goodness and only focused on the sliver of evil inside you? I firmly believe 
people do this all the time.” 

“I would never do that,” said Fifer primly. 

“You totally used your evil side on me when we arrived here, you big liar.” 

“That was to protect you, so I see that as using my good side, actually,” Fifer 
retorted. 

“This whole plan of yours is pure evil!” Thisbe said. 

Fifer gasped. “It is not. It’s—” 

Thisbe turned away in disgust. “Can we not talk about this?” 

Dev’s head ping-ponged between the twins. “Um, okay, so if anyone cares, we 
have some work to do.” He tapped the plans. “I want to get through this. I’ve got to 


work on my weapons.” 

“Right,” said Fifer, settling down. 

Thisbe wrinkled her nose at Fifer, and Fifer sneered back. Then they both 
chuckled softly. 

Dev did a double take. “Okay, laughing now. Is that... good? Or is that the sound 
you make before you rip each other’s heads off?” 

Thisbe growled, and both girls pounced on Dev. The three wrestled on the floor 
playfully for a moment before straightening up again. Fifer held her sore wrist but 
didn’t seem to regret how she’d reinjured it. 

Dev scooted back and blew out a breath. “Whew. I’m not sure I have it in me to 
handle both of you together. Sparring one at a time was a little more manageable.” 

“You'll have your wish soon,” Thisbe said. The words dropped with a thud. 

“On that note,” said Fifer, fixing her hair, “let’s get serious about this. Where 
were we?” 

“I was asking how this plan begins,” said Thisbe. “More specifically, what is my 
motivation? And why do I go alone? I need to build my character.” 

“TIl say,” Fifer said snidely. 

Dev snorted. 

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Thisbe said, then started laughing hopelessly again. 
“You're awful. I was talking as an actor. I’m playing a role here.” A shadow crossed 
her face as she found herself questioning, Am I, though? She frowned and shoved the 
thought aside. Of course she was. But once again the niggling doubt was there on 
the edge of her mind. If she was more evil than good, would joining the Revinir and 
diving headfirst into this role, body and soul, unleash something inside Thisbe that 
she couldn’t control? 

“You'll sneak away at night,” Fifer suggested. “Say you knew I wouldn’t come and 
you didn’t want me there anyway, being all judgmental about things.” 

Thisbe glanced sidelong at Fifer. “Tell the truth, you mean?” The snickers started 
up again, but this time they reined them in. “Yeah,” Thisbe continued, “I think 
that’s the best angle. And I can’t come across too strong or she'll be suspicious. But 
Pll want to surprise her with some sort of changed demeanor, because that will 
throw her off. Maybe I go there not quite having made the decision to join her, but 
revealing how obvious it is that she needs me, which would make me quite 
confident. And so I'd ask for something first before I say I’m willing to join her.” 

“Yes,” said Dev, looking up. “Ask for something big and be willing to settle for 
something less. Negotiate a bit.” 


“Like maybe tell her that if you join her as she wishes, she must agree to leave the 
seven islands alone. Well, I mean, she can have the Island of Graves.” 

“Heh,” said Thisbe, scribbling things down. “I like it, I like it.” Then she wrote, 
Too confident to negotiate? Play it out. 

“At the very least, perhaps the Revinir will agree not to bother Artimé,” Fifer 
said, with hope in her voice. “Td really like to not have to worry about our island 
for a bit.” 

“I won't give too much away,” Thisbe murmured, feeling the beginnings of her 
character forming. “She wants this partnership badly. And we have a lot of friends 
on other islands to protect.” 

“True,” said Fifer. “Use your instincts.” 

“And then once we strike a deal, you call in Florence.” 

“How will we know when it’s time?” asked Fifer. “I feel like sooner rather than 
too late is best.” 

“TIl do a send spell to you with all the details.” 

Fifer’s stomach twisted as she imagined Thisbe in the castle with the Revinir, 
trying to activate a send spell without seeming suspicious. “That seems awfully 
risky. What if she sees it? Or if someone else does?” 

“Hmm...” Thisbe thought about that. “I don’t know. I mean, I won't send one if 
it’s not perfectly safe.” 

Dev raised an eyebrow. “But then how will we know what’s going on? Do we sit 
here waiting and wondering? | don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 

“You could look for Drock and try to have him deliver a message to us,” said 
Fifer. 

“That’s something,” said Dev, looking up. He wouldn’t mind seeing Drock again. 
He felt a special bond with him now that he’d had the dragon’s teeth implanted in 
his flesh... and they'd had a moment or two back in the cavelands when Drock had 
made him feel like he was really someone special. 

“I promise TIl let you know what’s up somehow. Maybe if you don’t hear from me 
in a certain amount of time... you can just send for Florence anyway. And then... 
someone can drop Kitten into the castle to look for me?” 

Fifer frowned. It was way too convoluted. “This part of the plan needs work. 
Let’s figure it out later and move on for now.” She took a moment to reset her 
mind. “So, let’s recap. You get one of the dragons to take you to the Revinir in the 
night. You tell her that you decided to sneak away and do this thing because you 
didn’t trust me to go along with it. You ask for her to leave the seven islands alone 


in exchange for you joining up with her. After some amount of time we send for 
Florence. It'll take them a few days to get here....” Fifer trailed off. 

“Then what?” said Dev. “I think Thisbe is just going to have to play things by ear. 
We won't be able to respond to her without the Revinir getting suspicious. She 
could easily intercept a magical message.” 

“That’s scary, but I think Dev’s right,” said Thisbe. “I’m just going to have to 
move at whatever pace the Revinir wants to set. Meanwhile, you assemble the 
troops... where, exactly? Here? What about the red dragons?” 

“Hmm,” said Fifer. “They let Dev in.” 

“But they won't let us out again, TIl bet,” said Thisbe. “Unless we say we want to 
be taken to the Revinir. That’s the only way I can see them letting anyone go.” 

“Florence and the rest could assemble in the cavelands,” Dev suggested. “There’s 
lots of room out there.” 

“Okay, but if they’re not here in person, how do I tell them that Thisbe betrayed 
us?” asked Fifer. “I can’t possibly do that all by send components. It’s going to be a 
tricky conversation to have.” 

“But if they come here, the red dragons will attack and inform the Revinir that 
everyone arrived,” said Thisbe. She was starting to feel anxious again about the plan 
to lie to everyone about her loyalties. She got up and started limping around, then 
went to the fire to get it going for the evening. 

“That’s another thing we need to figure out,” said Fifer. She thought for a long 
moment. “Maybe it actually would be a good idea to use send components to tell 
Florence about Thisbe’s betrayal. That way we can be sketchy about the details, and 
when they bombard us with questions, we can take a minute to come up with 
answers.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. 

“If you think that'll work,” said Dev, sounding skeptical. “Won't they just come 
barging over here if that happens? It’s kind of a big deal to tell them something like 
that.” 

“Not if I tell them not to,” said Fifer. “Tm the boss now.” 

Thisbe brought fire to her throat and slowly blew, lighting the kindling. The 
more she listened to Fifer and Dev talking about how they'd explain Thisbe’s 
betrayal, the more Rohan’s face popped into her head. It made her stomach hurt to 
think about it. She could hardly stand to make these plans. It was the most horrible 
thing shed ever had to do... and after all shed been through, that was saying 
something. Yet there was a tiny part of her that was thrilled to be playing this trick. 
Was that her evil side nudging her into this? 


“Let’s adjourn this meeting,” Thisbe said suddenly. “I think we've had enough for 
today. 1...” She was about to say she changed her mind and wasn’t going to do this. 
That she couldn’t. That it was just too much—too hard. But the tiny thrill 
remained, and she swallowed the words. “I’m hungry,” she said weakly. “Let’s get out 
of here for a few minutes. Get some fresh air.” 

Fifer looked over at her, about to protest—they were just figuring out the 
important stuff. But then she saw the look on Thisbe’s face and sat up. “Yeah, okay,” 
she said kindly. “Let’s go fishing before it gets dark. We could all use a break.” 





Putting Things Together 


Retin was full 46: che bem ath people, but in a good way. Somehow bringing 
together willing fighters from Warbler, Karkinos, and the Island of Shipwrecks was 
working to unify the magical land in a way that might not have happened had they 
been left alone to heal and grow after the rift. Everyone gathered there had one 
purpose in mind: protecting the seven islands and helping the neighboring world. 
The grumblings from any remaining dissenters were drowned out by the 
camaraderie and enthusiasm that spread through the mansion and across the lawn. 

Florence began training the newcomers alongside the veterans, teaching magic to 
those who possessed abilities and combat to those who didn’t. Samheed, Lani, Seth, 
and Carina all assisted Florence in demonstrations and teaching beginning magic. 
Kaylee, Sky, Maiven, and Ishibashi taught nonmagical combat and, in their spare 
time, created more throwing stars and other small weapons. Rohan and his friends 
from Grimere assisted with the weapon making and grew stronger and more adept 
magically, too. And, after so many years of oppression in the catacombs, the black- 
eyed children were finally learning how to socialize. 

The mansion had been repaired after the civil war destruction, and now that 
everyone had arrived from the other islands, things began to settle down in Artimé. 
In the evenings after training there was time for everyone to relax and learn about 
each other. To keep their minds off of Thisbe and Fifer’s troubling absence, Rohan 
and Maiven and the other black-eyed people often sat and talked with new friends 
like Seth and his family, or Henry and Thatcher and their children. 


One evening Rohan, Maiven, and Asha met up with Seth, Henry, Ibrahim, and 
Clementi in the dining room for a late snack. Clementi, an Unwanted, and Asha, 
one of the black-eyed children, sat together, for the two were like long-lost friends 
from the instant they’d met during the civil war. Aaron wandered past, and Maiven 
urged him to join them, so he did. 

“Tve been meaning to see you anyway,” said Aaron to his grandmother. “I was 
wondering if you would tell us more about... my mother. And how everything 
happened with her.” He glanced around, realizing a little too late that she might 
not want to talk about it in front of so many people. “Or would you prefer not to?” 

Maiven Taveer reached out and gave Aaron’s hand a squeeze. She smiled sadly. 
“Tve come to terms with her death,” she said. “Pm willing to share what I know in 
case it brings peace to anyone who needs it. And perhaps you'd be willing to share 
what you know as well.” 

“Of course.” 

“Well,” said Maiven, shifting in her chair and dabbing the corners of her mouth 
with her napkin, “as most of you know, I was the queen of Grimere when the 
usurpers began their rise to power. A fine dragon named Suki was the ruler of the 
dragons, and she and I got along very well until her unfortunate death at the hands 
of the rebels.” She went on to give a short history lesson about that rogue group 
who took advantage of a strange natural disaster, the meteors, to seize control of 
Grimere. “I hid my daughter, Nadia, in the castle while I commanded the army to 
fight against this group, but the usurpers were clever. They kidnapped black-eyed 
children and used them to get to her. Then they forced the other children to deliver 
Nadia to the pirates, threatening to harm their parents if they didn’t comply. 
Before I could get to her, she was gone.” 

“Wait a minute,” said Rohan tersely. “And please excuse me for interrupting, but 
did you say that the other black-eyed children were forced to kidnap your daughter? 
They didn’t do it willingly?” His expression betrayed how important this detail was 
to him. 

Maiven studied him. “Yes, I’m sure of it. They were her friends. I knew most of 
them by sight if not by name, and I knew they wouldn’t do anything like that 
unless they were coerced or threatened, which all of those children were. Why do 
you ask?” 

Rohan seemed beside himself for a moment and couldn’t speak. Then he said 
quietly, “As you know, those of us who have taken the ancestor broth have 
experienced images pulsing through our minds. One of mine that I’ve been 


ashamed to tell you about is of my mother...” He paused to steady his voice. “My 
mother,” he continued, “as a young girl, helping to push Nadia onto the ship.” 

“I have an image like that too,” said Asha. “And so does Reza. We didn’t know 
what it meant. Are those our parents by the sea? And is the captured girl Maiven’s 
daughter?” She turned to Aaron. “She’s your mother?” 

Maiven reached out to Asha and Rohan. “Listen to me,” she said. “Your parents 
are not to blame for Nadia’s capture. That rests solely on the usurpers, especially 
the one who called himself king. Whatever the images show you... please believe 
that your ancestors are not at fault.” 

Rohan rested his face in his hands as he absorbed this new information. He’d 
been feeling bad about that scene in his mind ever since he'd first taken the 
ancestor broth. He knew the girl was Thisbe’s mother, and he felt terrible that his 
mother had done something so horrible to a fellow black-eyed person. He couldn’t 
fathom anyone betraying their people in such a terrible way, and he’d all but 
written his mother off as a traitor. But now... maybe she wasn’t as horrible as he’d 
thought. Perhaps he’d been too quick to judge based on that image and the foggy, 
conflicting memories of his childhood. He winced and looked up. “Thank you, 
Maiven,” he whispered, and sat back. “Please continue the story.” 

“There isn’t much to tell after that,” she said. “The pirates chained my daughter 
to their ship. My assistant tried to stop them. She screamed for me to come—I can 
still hear the awful echo of her voice in my head. My army ran with me, but we 
were too late. The ship sailed. I saw Nadia...” Maiven stopped and cleared her 
throat, then pressed a crooked forefinger to her lips for a moment before speaking 
again. “I saw her strain against the chains to look back at me. And then they were 
gone.” Everyone was quiet for a long moment as the queen collected herself. 

“We werent prepared for such a thing,” Maiven continued after a while. “I 
commanded my ships to organize. Within hours they were going after her, and I 
was preparing my own ship as well when the earthquake came and split the worlds. 
Our ships were lost in the gorge. But Nadia’s ship made it to this world.” 

“I wonder how she got to this island,” said Aaron. “The pirates wouldn’t have 
sold her to Quill—there’s no money system, and the High Priest Justine would’ve 
been too paranoid to intentionally bring strangers in. Frieda Stubbs told me once 
that my mother snuck in through a break in the wall while it was being repaired. 
Frieda’s neighbor in the Wanted quadrant must have felt some pity for her and 
taken her in.” 

“Maybe she escaped the ship,” said the queen. “We may never know the truth if 


she didn’t confide in anyone.” 

“Confiding in anyone would have been frowned upon in Quill,” Aaron said. 
“And punishable. I wonder if my father had a clue that he’d married a princess.” 

“What else can you tell me about her?” asked Maiven. 

“She was mostly quiet and reserved. But she seemed proud of me when I was 
declared Wanted,” Aaron said, “though she didn’t say anything about it. I could tell 
it in the way she helped me pack for university. The pride was in her touch. Her... 
step, I guess. Perhaps she lifted her head a bit higher after that. Glad that Pd be 
treated properly after what had happened to Alex, being Unwanted. I wonder...” 
He shook his head. “I wonder what went through her mind all that time. Stuck in 
Quill with no way to escape. Staying silent and living that oppressed life. Then 
having the girls and finding out they had her black eyes... That must have been so 
meaningful to her. We never knew any of it.” He looked at the black-eyed people 
gathered there. “No wonder she gave up her life to save them when the wall fell. She 
must have known they had an important future. And perhaps a way out that she 
couldn’t fathom for herself.” 

“She must have known we'd need them,” said Rohan reverently. 

“I wish I had more answers,” said Aaron. He thought about the wall coming 
down and the leadership changing, and how that must have given his mother hope 
all those years later. A new will to keep the girls alive so they could go back to her 
land. She’d never had the chance to tell them about it. 

Henry looked up, wearing a sanguine expression. “So many stories were lost in 
Quill forever. What a soul-sucking place it was.” 

Maiven’s eyes were glossed with unshed tears. “Thank you for telling me about 
her.” 

On that melancholy note, the party broke up, and most slipped away to their 
rooms. But Aaron headed upstairs to the kitchenette tube to go home to the Island 
of Shipwrecks for the night, which he could easily do. He was feeling an urgent 
longing to hold his wife and son, and to thank Ishibashi for believing in him. 





No One to Tell 


Rohan lay down, but he couldn’t sleep. The newly revealed truth about his mother 
swirled around him. She’d been forced by the usurpers to help the pirates abduct 
Princess Nadia Taveer. She hadn’t been working for them by choice. It changed 
everything about that image, and Rohan was shaking with eagerness to explain it to 
Thisbe after feeling so bad about what his mother had done to hers. Beyond that, 
he’d kept the story of his parents close to his heart and hadn't shared much about 
them with anyone before, because his memories were few and unsettling. For the 
first time, Rohan wanted to tell Thisbe everything but couldn’t. After tossing and 
turning for an hour, he got up and found some linen blotting paper in the living 
area of his magical apartment. He sat in a chair and began to write Thisbe a letter. 


I have two memories of my childhood before I ended up in the catacombs. They are 
fuzzy, and they don’t make sense together. I’ve never felt comfortable telling anyone 
about them—you are well aware of this, I know. And I’m grateful you gave me the 
space I needed. But I want to talk about them now. If only you were here with me! I 
will write them to you instead, with the hope that someday I'll be able to hand you 
this letter and watch you read it. That’s an image I’m going to affix in my mind to 
help me through these uncertain days. 

The first memory is of my parents and me. I was about four years old. We were 
together in a house with several other people, but my father only had eyes for my 
mother. He looked at her like her eyes were a portal to a heavenly place. He stroked 
her cheek and whispered, “I love you, pria.” 


That is where the word originates in my mind. The love between my parents. 
When I saw the way Sky spoke about Alex, it reminded me of that kind of love. The 
kind that lasts a lifetime and beyond. I guess you know it means so much to me to 
use that word for you. 

The second memory is jarringly different and has caused me much consternation 
ever since. It happens not much later than the first. The memory is of my mother. 
She’s angry. Screaming. At me, I thought, and I was devastated. She kept yelling “Go! 
Go!” and pointing to some strangers in blue uniforms. “Get out!” She was hysterical, 
and I kept running back to her, apologizing for whatever it was I'd done. Begging her 
to stop screaming and let me stay. But she shoved me at the soldiers. They scooped me 
up and took me away. That was the last time I saw her. 


Rohan paused to press his fingers into the inner corners of his eyelids. A wave of 
emotion washed over him. Then he continued writing. 


Why would she do that? Why would she change like that? Had she turned into a 
different person so suddenly? I couldn’t make sense of anything. When I took the 
ancestor broth, which made the image appear of her helping the pirates capture your 
mother, something cold entered my heart. I'd held on to the thought that my mother 
was good once and had turned bad. But this image shattered that. Perhaps she'd been 
evil all along and had only had that one tender moment with my father before 
revealing her true self. It made me sick. 

I tell you these memories because I found out more information today about that 
image. Maiven said that my mother didn’t willingly help the pirates capture your 
mother and chain her to the ship’s deck. Maiven knew her! My mother was friends 
with your mother. Reza and Asha have similar images of their parents doing the 
same thing, but they didn’t know what the images meant. Maiven told us that nearly 
all of the black-eyed children had been taken away by then—they were our parents, 
obviously—and were forced by the king and the other usurpers to kidnap their friend 
Nadia, your mother, and deliver her to the pirates. The usurpers threatened the lives 
of their parents if they didn’t obey. 

Pm not sure why it’s so important for me to tell you this right now. I know you 
never blamed me or held ill feelings for me because of what we thought had 
happened. But I still felt strange about it. And I miss you. Writing this makes me feel 
nearer to you. It makes me want to share more with you—everything with you. 


He stopped writing, his pen poised over the last phrase. Was it too much? 
Should he be telling her just how strongly he felt about her? He wasn’t sure he liked 
how vulnerable that made him feel. He also wasn’t sure she felt the same. He knew 
they had a special connection. He knew she liked him. But they were both very 
young, though based on their experiences, they'd been through more than most 
adults. Somehow that aged them in his mind. And the torture and death-defying 
feats they'd performed together were enough to cement them for life. Rohan felt 
like he could tell Thisbe anything. 

Now that she was gone and he didn’t know where she was or if she was safe, he 
threw his fear of vulnerability out the window and decided to be reckless. He 
wasn't going to hold back. What if he never saw her again? He continued writing, 


pouring his feelings into it. 


I’m scared, Thisbe. I don’t know where you are or what youre doing. Florence and 
Simber are convincing me to trust what Fifer wrote, but I’m so conflicted about it. 
Im tempted to write you a send spell every day. I don’t want to put you in danger, 
but why arent you letting us know what’s happening? Are you trapped? Did the 
Revinir take your components away? Are you even... alive? I can’t dwell on that 
thought. I wish I had some answers. I wish you could reassure me that you're okay— 
I think that would help me cope with this. Everyone here is being wonderful—that’s 
not the problem. But right now I feel stuck in a strange land, waiting in limbo for 
something terrible to happen. Not having a home to go to. And hoping my whole life 
isn’t about to get upended because something terrible has happened to you. 

I can't imagine my life without you in it. You're gone... and I’m hollow. 
Ever yours, 
Rohan 


Rohan put the pen down. He'd look at the letter again later; tweak a few things, 
maybe. Or rip it up and throw it away. He knew he’d needed to write it, but now 
that he’d gotten it all out, he wasn’t sure if he wanted Thisbe to read it. What kind 
of pressure would baring his soul put on her, especially if she didn’t feel the same 
way about him as he felt about her? Maybe he’d hold on to it. Read some of it to 
her later—the part about their mothers. And let the love part come naturally if it 
was meant to be. When he saw her again. That felt better. 

He yawned and went back to bed. This time sleep came. 





Another Story 


While Thisbe, Fifer, and Dev bided their time in Ashguard’s palace, the Grimere 
eroup gathered again in the dining room in Artime’s mansion, joined by Henry and 
Thatcher and their family. Rohan had been thinking about Asha’s revelation about 
how she and Reza both had an image similar to Rohan’s flashing through their 
minds. He’d meant to call everyone together so they could describe their images 
and talk through them, but he hadn’t had a chance before now. With all of them 
together tonight, he brought up the idea. 

They'd all been thinking similarly and were eager to discuss it. Asha began, 
briefly describing the image that a number of them had seen of Nadia being forced 
onto the ship. She went on to describe an image of an old gray-haired man with a 
beard, whom she declared to be Ashguard the curmudgeon. She was one of the few 
who knew for a fact that Ashguard was her grandfather. 

“How do you know so certainly?” Rohan asked her. 

“Because my mother told me so. She was Ashguard’s daughter.” 

“And... you remember your mother well?” asked Prindi, leaning forward. Like 
many of the others, she had no memory of her parents, so it was fascinating to hear 
from someone who did. 

“I was seven when the Revinir bought me at auction,” said Asha. “I remember my 
mother well. She was in the crowd, at the back. My father had already been killed. 
She was in danger.” 

“Was it your mother who sold you?” asked Reza, incredulous. 


“No, of course not,” said Asha. “I was free for my early years—no one knew about 
me. We lived in hiding near the foothills that separate Ashguard’s village and 
property from the cavelands, though we visited him sometimes at the palace when 
it was safe. One day, dragon hunters strayed off their path when I was collecting 
sticks for the fire. They startled me and noticed my eyes. They came at me, and | 
barely had a chance to scream. My father came running and attacked them. And 
then... they killed him.” 

“Oh, Asha,” Clementi murmured. “That must have been horrible.” 

Asha didn’t answer at first and kept her head down. “We have all seen a lot of 
things we wish we hadn't.” Then she lifted her chin, glanced at her new friend, and 
tried to smile. “It has been years. I don’t dwell on it. It’s too hard.” She reached out 
her hand and took Clementi’s. “It’s better to think on what can be done, rather 
than what can’t.” 

Clementi nodded. “And your mother?” 

“I assume she’s dead too.” 

Maiven Taveer looked up. “In the image you see of Nadia’s capture—was it your 
mother at the scene?” The memory of that scene was burned into her mind. 
Watching her daughter’s friends being forced to do something horrible hurt 
Maiven, too—she knew they would never get over it. 

“Yes. My father didn’t have black eyes.” She paused. “They killed him anyway to 
keep him from coming after me.” 

“Asha,” said Maiven, leaning forward, “I believe | know who your mother was. 
We called her Adhi—was that her name? Adhira? Ashguard’s second daughter?” 

Asha stared at Maiven. “Yes,” she whispered. “You knew her?” 

Maiven smiled warmly. “What a charming girl. She spent nights at the castle. She 
and Nadia were very good friends from the time they were barely able to walk.” She 
hesitated, seeing Asha’s face. “That image in your mind—that was the last time | 
saw Adhi. The usurpers captured me soon after and threw me into the dungeon. | 
am glad to hear she survived long enough to find love and have you. Though I am 
so sorry for the life you were forced to live.” 

Asha smiled. “It makes me so happy that you knew her, Queen Maiven,” she said. 
“And that you thought she was a good person.” 

“Did you...” Maiven began, then seemed to think the better of it. She shook her 
head. “Never mind.” 

Asha gazed at the queen. “You may ask me anything. | don’t mind. What were 
you about to say?” 


“I wondered if you had any... siblings?” 

Asha sat back. Her face turned gray. “1...” 

“Oh dear,” Maiven fretted. “I shouldn’t have asked! My humblest apologies. 
Please forgive me.” 

“No,” said Asha. “It’s all right. If you had asked me before I took the ancestor 
broth, I would have said no.” 

Clementi narrowed her eyes. “So you've seen another image? One you haven't 
mentioned?” 

Asha shifted. “I... Yes. There is one more image. It’s... confusing.” She brought her 
hand to her mouth, fingers trembling, and went silent. 

Rohan’s face filled with concern. “You don’t have to talk anymore if you don’t 
want to,” he said. “No one among us from this point forward will be forced to do 
anything against their will ever again.” He said it almost angrily, defying everything 
he and the others had experienced for most of their lives. 

Clementi, who still held Asha’s hand, gave it a gentle squeeze. “Shall we take a 
walk? Get an orange cream or a cup of tea? Or some fresh air?” 

Asha nodded. “I’m sorry, everyone,” she whispered. “I thought I was fine until I 
started talking. And then | realized just how ill we all must be after what we've 
been through.” She looked at Henry. “If only there were a doctor who could fix this 
kind of pain.” 

Henry, who'd witnessed his own mother’s death when he was ten, agreed. “If 
only,” he said, his eyes misting over. “Perhaps we could all use a break.” 





Just a Little Bit 


Asha and Clementi slipped past Simber—he noticed, of course, but didn’t let on— 
and went outside. The stars were out, and light from the mansion reflected on the 
sea. The two new friends started walking along the shore together. After a minute, 
Simber went outside to keep an eye on them. He wasn’t about to have another 
black-eyed person abducted by the Revinir and her dragons. 

The girls didn’t go far and soon found a spot on the lawn to sit. They talked 
quietly about everything except the image Asha had seen—they steered clear of that 
topic for now. But they had plenty of other questions to ask. Asha, who'd had little 
exposure to the arts in her lifetime, wanted to know everything about Clementi’s 
talents and what it was like to live in a place like this when war wasn’t on 
everybody’s mind. 

In turn, Clementi wanted to know more about what Grimere and 
Dragonsmarche looked like. Shed heard so much about those places but hadn’t 
actually seen them because Drock had urged Aaron and her and the others to turn 
around and go back. 

Asha had little to tell her. She’d only been free for a couple of days in Grimere 
before they'd boarded a ghost dragon and left to come here. And she didn’t have 
any memory of the other times she was outside of the catacombs, because she'd 
been under the Revinir’s mind control. But she filled in what she could, using a 
mixture of both languages. Friends in Artime were learning the common language 
at the same time as the black-eyed people were learning theirs. Between Asha and 
Clementi, they could communicate fairly well by now. 


After a while they grew tired but didn’t want to go inside. “I love being outside,” 
Asha said. She lay back in the grass and spread her hair out. “I missed it so much in 
the catacombs.” 

“I can’t imagine,” said Clementi. She lay back too, next to Asha, and their elbows 
touched. “You lived outside for seven years and inside for seven years.” 

“Outside is better,” Asha said. She turned to look at Clementi’s profile. Her dark 
brown skin was splashed with starlight. “I like being here with you.” 

Clementi’s face grew warm. She liked being there with Asha, too. A lot. She 
turned her head and saw Asha looking at her with her long eyelashes half lowered 
and a lazy smile on her lips. It gave Clementi butterflies. “Me too,” she said. “I've 
never had a friend like you before.” 

Asha held Clementi’s gaze for a long moment, then squelched a playful grin and 
turned back to study the stars. “Being in this magical world with you makes me not 
want to leave.” 

On the lawn near the front door, Simber rested his head on his paws, feeling a 
distinct melancholy longing inside him. He was a sucker for a sentimental moment, 
and moments like this had been too scarce lately. Simber would never tire of seeing 
people find a little bit of comfort in others. 

Now all he wished was that he could experience the comfort of having his head 
mage safe and sound at home. But he feared that moment would be a long way off, 
and there would be many troubles along the way before that time came... if it ever 


did. 





Moments oF Normalcy 


A few weeks passed and Thisbe’s ankle was healed, but her dread was building. She 
felt a little nervous to take on the Revinir, but worse was thinking about the other 
part of the plan—the part that would make her look like a terrible person to 
everyone she cared about, especially Rohan. And Maiven. And Aaron... ugh. Aaron. 
He'd be more disappointed than Alex would be if he were alive. And Sky... Thisbe 
closed her eyes wearily. “Stop,” she said under her breath. She couldn’t stand it. 

As she and Fifer and Dev talked about options, went through various scenarios, 
and imagined questions the Revinir might have, they continued to make 
improvements to the enormous palace. Cleaning up debris, patching holes with 
whatever they could find to make the place a bit safer and easier to navigate. They 
talked about what might happen to Fifer—would the Revinir want to leave her in 
the palace with the dragons? Or do something else? That was something Fifer 
would have to play along with, whatever happened. And Dev would be forced to 
deal with it too. If the Revinir came after Fifer, Dev would need a foolproof place 
to hide. They assumed he could go to the village, but they weren’t sure what the 
dragons would do. So they explored other options too, just in case. 

The twins divvied up their remaining components: four send spells, seventeen 
scatterclips, twelve heart attack components, three blinding highlighters, and a 
backward bobbly-head. And Thisbe had her obliterate spells—all three had stayed 
safely inside her inner pocket. They had no invisibility paintbrushes. No clay 
shackles. No magic carpets. 


Fifer could call her birds once they needed them. And she could use her voice to 
shatter glass if that became necessary. Thisbe had her eyes and fingertips to send 
bolts of fire and sparks, and her fiery dragon breath. They both could cast 
unlimited freeze spells and could throw glass barriers and invisible hooks. 

There was one more thing the twins had. Their new mental ability to send 
thoughts to one another. It wasn’t consistent, at least not yet. They confirmed that 
if they weren’t fully in sync—if they were cross or frustrated with each other—they 
wouldn’t be able to connect. They spent hours each day working on it, sending 
messages and figuring out the range and length of the phrases that worked best. 

Whenever they ran out of things to say to each other in their mind messages, 
Thisbe would relay stories she’d read in the Revinir’s journal. In one session she 
told Fifer all about young Emma standing on rocks watching her siblings and their 
friends practice elemental magic in a stream on Warbler Island. Emma had written 
about not being invited to join them that time... and not really wanting to anyway. 
Thisbe told Fifer that this story stuck out to her because it seemed inconsistent 
with the rest of her journal, in which she was always wanting to be with her 
siblings. The twins speculated about why she'd felt that way on this particular day, 
but neither had answers. 

When they weren’t sending mind messages, Thisbe and Fifer taught Dev a few 
basic spells. He spent the rest of his time by the fire, carving wooden weapons from 
thick branches. He meticulously shaved the end of a sword into a sharp point, then 
twisted and knotted some of his old clothing into a belt that would hold the sword 
at his side. On the handle he carved the symbol of the Suresh family, which he'd 
found on the steins in the alcove. Then he started making daggers. Thisbe and Fifer 
hadn’t been carrying weapons when they’d been abducted, so Dev wanted to make 
sure they each had one as well. 

Sometimes Thisbe got frustrated when all of the worries became too large in her 
head. She began to pull back from Fifer and Dev emotionally to protect herself. 
And she began acting in character as she prepared for the role of a lifetime. Some 
days she stayed in character all of the time, wanting to experience life as the one 
who betrayed her people. Wanting to know how it would feel to be the person who 
joined ranks with the evil Revinir. She needed to become that person in advance, so 
that she would know what to do and how to act when faced with unexpected 
circumstances. Because the Revinir was anything but predictable. She was bound to 
make Thisbe’s life difficult no matter what, even if she was delighted that Thisbe 
had decided to join her. Thisbe had to be ready for anything unexpected... and that 


was the hardest kind of character to play. That was why she needed to be the one to 
do unexpected things too—to keep the Revinir guessing. 

As Thisbe receded into her mission, spending more and more time alone in her 
thoughts and planning, Dev and Fifer grew closer together, taking care of the 
palace, providing food and water, and planning the best way to keep Dev hidden if 
the Revinir showed up. He told Fifer about the village and the little house with the 
closet hed hidden in. And he told her about the alcove where he’d found the 
drawings but described how hard it was to access it. 

Together the two of them went to a lower floor and pried up some sturdy 
floorboards. They brought them up to the level where the alcove was and lined the 
perimeter of the floor to make it easier to access the space, for it could make a good 
emergency hiding place in case they ever got discovered and couldn't escape the 
palace. They began to stockpile dried fish and extra water in the alcove, treating it 
as a storage room as well. They even stored the ropes there in case they needed to 
escape out the window—fire was always on Dev’s mind when it came to being 
surrounded by dragons. He never wanted to be trapped. It reminded him of all of 
the people in the dungeon, like Maiven had been for so many years. 

“Do you think any of the people in the dungeon escaped during the fire?” Dev 
asked randomly one day as he and Fifer were fishing. 

“We wanted to release them,” said Fifer, “but the smoke was too thick. We barely 
got out of there alive with Thisbe and Maiven and Rohan. I don’t know if any of 
the guards were generous enough to unchain them... or if they survived the smoke 
and are still down there.” 

Dev nodded and repositioned his chain-mail net, then scooped up a flopping fish 
and deposited it on the grass for Fifer to process. “I hope some of them got out,” 
said Dev. “There were some nice people down there. Some who were very old, 
who'd been there for decades. And people that shouldn’t have been there. Like 
Maiven. I’m really glad you went back for her.” 

“Did you know she was the queen?” 

“I suspected it. The guards rumored about it. I didn’t know her last name for 
sure, though, until Thisbe said it after the mind control was broken.” 

“She hardly looks the same as when we rescued her,” said Fifer. “She’s a powerful 
woman. Very strong and commanding. You should see her collection of weapons.” 

“I hope to someday. I want to... thank her.” 

Fifer looked up from the fish. “For what?” 

“For being kind to me. If I were her, stuck in a dungeon for all of those years, | 


wouldn’t be feeling very kind toward anyone. Especially not the guy with the 
disgusting slop.” 

“Aw, Dev,” said Fifer, feeling cheeky. “Who were you with? And you shouldn’t 
call yourself disgusting.” 

Dev’s mouth opened. “You are a horrible person.” He slapped the river, sending 
an arc of water at Fifer and dousing her. 

She ran off, laughing and wiping the water from her eyes. “I deserved that.” She 
came back to gut the fish as Dev turned back to the river, looking for one more fish 
so they could eat well that night. As she watched him work, she smiled to herself. 
He was such a lovely friend. She was really starting to enjoy spending time with 
him. 


Then she thought about kissing him. The idea made her gag. Nope. Not a chance. 





Waiting in the Castle 


The Revinir had been impatiently waiting inside the castle for the twins to break 
and either come to her or send one of the dragons to fetch her. And while the 
dragon-woman was confident in her plan, she questioned herself a few times. She’d 
even chided herself for taking Fifer along. This might have been easier if she'd only 
snatched up Thisbe and left her alone at Ashguard’s old palace. Then she could 
have used Fifer’s future safety as a bargaining chip. But having the twins right there 
in front of her had been too tempting. What a feat, getting them both. She hadn’t 
expected it, so when the opportunity presented itself, well... how could she pass it 
up? At the very least they were valuable. But she had no plans to put them on the 
auction block. At least not unless they failed her. 

But what were they doing all this time? Having a twin holiday at that rotten 
falling-apart monstrosity? The Revinir hadn’t made many mistakes along the way. 
But maybe she shouldn’t have let Thisbe have a companion while she was trying to 
break the girl down. It could potentially be much longer before Thisbe was ready 
to say good-bye to isolation and compromise with her. 

She felt confident in Thisbe’s ability to convince her sister of what needed to 
happen here, though. Fifer might be less evil than her sister, but she still had a 
wedge of it in her. And the Revinir could wager that Fifer was getting antsy to go 
back to her little magical world, since she was the head mage and all, which might 
provoke a concession just to make things happen. 

One unanswered question was whether Fifer’s people had come after them. 


When the Revinir had dropped the girls through the roof of the palace and 


returned to Grimere, she still hadn’t seen anyone. If the people of Grimere had 
come after the twins, they hadn’t gotten close enough to them yet to trigger the 
dragons to act or to send a message back to her. 

Perhaps the hints the Revinir had seen in Artimé of something bigger happening 
there pointed toward some severe trauma, enough to keep the key players at home 
even though their head mage had been abducted. She'd been waiting in Artime for 
a full day, hiding behind the jungle, far enough away so the ghost dragons and 
Simber couldn’t detect her. Did they really not care enough to go after the twins? 
Maybe they were just tired of having to rescue the incompetent teenagers after 
being forced to do it so many times. 

Whatever was happening, the Revinir had received no word from her team of 
four reds about anything suspicious or dangerous going on... and they knew what 
kind of threats their boss wanted them to put an end to. 

If something didn’t happen soon, perhaps it would be time for the Revinir to pay 
a little visit. 





Time to Go 


Finally the day came when Thisbe felt like she couldn’t take it anymore. She either 
had to set this plan in motion or abandon it forever. She and Fifer and Dev had 
prepared all they could. And they were increasingly worried about someone else 
making a move and wrecking everything. They needed to control the situation as 
much as possible, and that meant they didn’t want the people of Artimé coming or 
the Revinir returning. 

Fifer and Thisbe had figured out most of the parameters of their new telepathic 
ability. They couldn’t be at odds with each other. And they could only send short 
thoughts or else the words would get jumbled. They'd tested out how physically 
close they had to be and discovered that for perfect accuracy they had to be in the 
same room or within speaking distance. And being across the property from one 
another, each of them at the boundaries set by the dragons, was a little more 
difficult, and sometimes not all the words transmitted from one mind to the other, 
but it worked for the most part. They hoped there was some way to communicate 
between Ashguard’s palace and the Revinir’s castle. That would keep them from 
having to use any sort of magic with a visible component... which could also save 
their lives. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t be able to test it until it was too late for 
Thisbe to turn back. 

The three of them spent their last evening together going over the details of 
their plan and talking through all of the what-if scenarios they could come up with. 
When Dev and Fifer went to the river to catch dinner, Thisbe sat down at the desk. 
She laid out all of her components in front of her alongside her wooden dagger and 


looked at them, then slowly repacked her pockets so that she’d know exactly where 
everything was in case she needed them. 

She left the three obliterate components for last and stared at them for a long 
time as she remembered Florence’s instructions. She tried to picture a scenario in 
which she'd actually use one. Perhaps she and the Revinir would stroll down the 
road together and Thisbe could get far enough away to attack her with one. She 
slipped the first one inside her interior pocket and picked up the second, then 
turned the little box over in her fingers. She hesitated, then put it inside the pocket 
as well. The third one she studied for a longer moment. There was no way she could 
imagine needing three. If she messed up with the first one, she was probably never 
going to have a chance to use the second, much less the third. 

Thisbe glanced out the east window, seeing the dragons in their corners. She 
knew Fifer and Dev had no defense against them. Thisbe heard Florence’s voice in 
her head, telling her that the obliterate components were for her use, and her use 
only. And that she trusted Thisbe. Thisbe had promised to keep them safe and use 
them strictly when appropriate. 

But things had changed, and the threats around them were growing. So, despite 
that promise to Florence, Thisbe pulled a sheet of paper and a pen from the desk. 
In great detail she wrote out the instructions, range, and effects of the spell, 
making sure to emphasize just how deadly and dangerous it could be. Then she 
wrapped the instructions around the component box and slipped it inside one of 
the pockets of Fifer’s robe, which the head mage had left draped over the railing 
while going out to fish. Hopefully, Fifer would find the component sometime after 
Thisbe left so they wouldn’t have to have an argument about it and risk messing 
with their current state of oneness. 

Fifer and Dev returned. Dev cooked dinner, and the three ate in strained silence. 
Reality was hitting them in the face, and they wondered if they could really pull 
this off. As night fell, they gathered by the stairs to say good-bye. 

“Remember,” said Fifer, who felt responsibility for things going wrong because it 
was her plan, “the Revinir wants this to happen. And her ego is big enough that 
she'll buy into it more easily than we expect—she'll give herself the credit for 
succeeding at another one of her ventures.” 

“The only way she'll hurt you is if she thinks you aren’t useful anymore,” said 
Dev. “Or if she thinks no one cares about you.” He frowned. “That’s why she threw 
me out the window. If you can prove that others will listen to you, she'll keep you 


around.” 


“I hope that’s the case,” said Thisbe. “But I want to say once more that I’m doing 
this willingly, Fifer. If something happens to me, it’s not your fault. I am in control 
of this. Okay?” 

Fifer wanted to shout, “Nothing’s going to happen to you!” But she knew that 
wasn't the kind of comfort Thisbe needed to hear right now. “Okay,” Fifer said. 
Deep down the understanding remained that if anything happened to Thisbe, she 
would feel responsible for it. This had been her plan, and she'd talked the other two 
into it. She bore the weight of it. 

But Fifer still felt like it was right. They hugged all together, then two and two. 
They turned out the lights so the dragons would think they were sleeping. In the 
darkness, Dev slipped away to give the girls a moment. 

“What if I fail?” Thisbe whispered. 

“You won't,” said Fifer. “I believe in you.” 

“But what if I actually do fail?” Thisbe said. Her voice was worried. 

“Then we're no worse off. We'll figure it out. We always do. Have confidence.” 

That was the answer Thisbe needed. They whispered their last good-byes. 

Thisbe descended the stairs with her rucksack, canteen, hidden dagger carved 
from wood, and her two obliterate components tucked away in her pocket, plus a 
few other components. As she walked out into the fog toward one of the front- 
corner dragons, her heart began to pound. Confidence, she repeated to herself over 
and over. She had to show the dragon that she was in charge. She was black-eyed 
ruler Thisbe Stowe, co-equal to the Revinir. And she wasn’t going to be 
disrespected by anybody. Not even an enormous red dragon. 

As she drew close, she let out a dragon roar like she’d done early on in her stay 
here. Showing her dominance... or something. She kept walking as the dragon stood 
up and faced her, making the ground shiver. The dragon approached. 

Thisbe roared again, and the dragon dipped his head. 

Fifer and Dev watched breathlessly from the window. “He’s bowing to her,” Dev 
whispered. “She roared, and he’s trying to decide if she’s in charge of him.” His 
mind began to whir, but he kept quiet. 

Thisbe stopped walking a few feet from the dragon’s enormous face. She stared 
into his eyes, finding them dead-looking even in the cover of darkness. “Take me to 
the Revinir,” she ordered in her most commanding voice. 

Everyone held their breath. Fifer gripped the windowpane. Dev could barely 
stand to watch. And Thisbe stood there, ready to ride or be attacked. The dragon’s 
hot breath made her skin hurt. He narrowed his eyes and sniffed her. 


Thisbe’s eyes flared and sparked. She let out another roar, with fire this time. 
The dragon reared back as the flames touched his tender nostrils. He swung his 
neck around, then turned his massive body and let down a wing for Thisbe to 
climb up. 

She boarded the dragon. As they lifted off the ground, Thisbe heard a whisper in 
her ears. I am with you. 

Thisbe turned to look back at the palace. She couldn’t see Fifer and Dev, but she 
tapped her chest twice and sent the same words back to Fifer, hoping she wasn’t 
out of range. Then she faced forward, scrutinizing the path before her and 
wondering where this most risky choice would lead. 





The Summons 


As Thisbe disappeared into the darkness on the dragon’s back, Fifer kept sending 
short mind messages to her, and Thisbe sent some in return. They came through 
fairly well at first. But the farther away Thisbe got, the more words were missing. 
When Thisbe sent “I can see the castle,” Fifer only heard “I... see... castle.” Usually 
Fifer could figure out the missing words and guess what Thisbe was saying. In this 
instance, she assumed Thisbe was saying “I can see the castle,” instead of “I cannot 
see the castle” because of all the other clues that went with it: Thisbe had left on a 
dragon after commanding him to take her to the castle. Dev and Fifer had watched 
as the dragon flew off in its direction. And they both knew that was where Thisbe 
intended to go. But what would happen when they no longer knew what Thisbe 
was doing? 

It made Fifer uneasy. She stayed by the window as time ticked by, questioning 
the plan. Were they doing the right thing? 

Long after the dragon was out of sight, Dev came up beside Fifer. “We should get 
some rest,” he said. 

Fifer nodded. She sent another telepathic message to Thisbe, but this time she 
didn’t get a response. “I think she’s out of range.” Fifer sighed and turned away from 
the window. After finally having been so close with Thisbe again, Fifer was 
emptied out. She looked at Dev and felt a sudden surge of warmth and appreciation 
for him. “I’m really glad you're here. I'd be very lonely without you.” 

Dev’s mouth twitched and he almost smiled, but he was feeling something 
strange inside of him too. He was worried about Thisbe, but it was more than that. 


Like the three of them had become a family in the time they'd spent here in this 
dilapidated palace. It was something Dev had never had before. And now that 
Thisbe was gone, he experienced a loneliness that was unlike what he'd felt in the 
past. Worse than when Shanti had died. This was much sharper. Deeper. More 
personal. He was as glad to have Fifer by his side as she was to have him. He was 
aware of a new level of emotion that he’d never encountered before, and he wasn’t 
quite sure what to do with it. It threatened to bubble out and spill all over the 
library if he wasn’t careful to rein it in. 

Back at the castle, if he’d ever let his emotions out, he’d have been punished or 
ridiculed. But Thisbe and Fifer carried no judgment about such things. They cried 
freely when they felt like crying. And when Dev had lost it in the catacombs, 
Thisbe had accepted it as if it were normal. It felt liberating and somehow stifling 
all at once. Like, now that it was okay to cry or shout or be angry, he had some 
burden to do it. Yet he still felt the urge to batten it down. 

He turned away without saying anything and went over to his sofa, leaving Fifer 
puzzled as she watched him go. She knew Dev had been raised differently than she 
had been. But shed expected some sort of a response. After all, she'd just said 
something quite kind to him. It made her wonder if maybe he didn’t want to be 
here with her... or maybe, after all he’d been through, he was just afraid of getting 
close to anyone ever again. 


PPKK 


In the morning Fifer went to the desk according to the plan they'd finally decided 
on. She removed one of the send spell components from her vest, took out the 
pencil that accompanied it, and wrote: 


Dear Florence, 

I only have two send components and didn’t want to use one until it was absolutely 
necessary. Unfortunately, that time has come. I am sickened to have to tell you that 
Thisbe has joined the Revinir’s side—she stole away during the night. Please come if 
you can. I’m trapped at Ashguard’s palace surrounded by dragons. Maiven will know 
how to find it. Just... please. Come. 

Your friend, 

Fifer 


Fifer showed the note to Dev. “Does that look right? It’s time to send it.” 

Dev read it. “Just like we talked about.” He scrutinized it again. “Yes, it’s good. 
She’s going to ask why Thisbe would join the Revinir when she knows the two of 
them can’t take control of things due to the rules.” 

“Exactly,” said Fifer, looking up at Dev. She took a deep breath and let it out. 
“Ready?” 

“Whenever you are,” said Dev. 

Fifer replaced the pencil and rolled up the note, then concentrated on Florence. 
A moment later the component flew from Fifer’s hand, down the staircase, and out 
across the yard. It went due east, leaving a tiny trail of smoke behind it that soon 
disappeared. The risky plan was in motion. Time would tell whether they were 
ready for the consequences. 

“Well,” said Dev after a moment. “That’s done. Ready to call in the birds?” 

Fifer nodded. “Since we're not sure how long it'll take them to get here, I think 
we should do it now.” She let out a shrill whistle that nearly pierced Dev’s ears. 
“Let’s go outside near the orchard. That'll be a good place for them to roost.” 

The two friends went down to the yard. It was strange to have one of the 
dragons missing, leaving a long gap almost big enough to make a run for it. They 
both noticed it and looked at each other, but neither said it. It wasn’t needed. 
There was nowhere to escape to. Every civilized place available would be too 
difficult to navigate. And it would take only a few steps or wing flaps for a dragon 
to catch up to them. 

They sat on the grass and waited. The last time Fifer had seen the birds was right 
after the Revinir had abducted her and Thisbe. The dragon-woman had tragically 
killed several of them, and Fifer had ordered the rest to retreat. They were magical, 
so there was a chance they could travel much faster than normal birds. And 
sometimes they followed her, but she hadn’t seen so much as a single red-and- 
purple feather since they'd retreated, so she assumed they were still in Artimé, 
waiting for their next command. Fifer hoped they were able to hear her whistle 
from this far away. They hadn’t failed her yet. 

After a while a glowing ball of light came zooming past the dragons and stopped 
in front of Fifer. She reached for it, and it melted into a note in her hand. 


Dear Fifer, 
What? How? Doesn’t Thisbe understand that without support from the dragons and 
the black-eyed people, they cant rule anything? This is madness! Something sounds 


fishy. 
I’m coming with a small contingent. Stay safe. 
Florence 


Fifer grimaced. “Yikes. She doesn’t believe it.” 
“We expected that,” Dev pointed out. “Now you respond.” 
Fifer took the pencil and added on to the conversation. 


Florence, 

Thank goodness you're coming. Yes, Thisbe knows that. But she took a hard fall early 
on and has been a bit out of sorts ever since, talking about being more evil than good. 
Then she mumbled something yesterday about there being another way.... I didn’t 
know what she meant by that until she disappeared with one of the Revinir’s 
dragons. I’m afraid she has something sinister in mind. I’m sick about it—this isn’t 
the Thisbe everyone knows. 

Fifer 


She sent it. Then she sighed deeply and looked at Dev. “Tell me this is going to 
work.” 

Dev held her gaze. And though his face remained troubled, he answered, “It will.” 

While they waited for the birds, both of them a little on edge, Fifer studied Dev. 
He'd seemed especially moody since Thisbe had left. Dev didn’t notice her—he was 
staring at the nearest dragon, the one at the back corner where the orchard met the 
river. He could feel his scales rise as he brought heat and fire to his throat and let it 
simmer there. After a minute he made a low growling sound. 

Fifer grew alarmed. “Was that you?” 

Dev nodded, not wanting to speak as he tried to make the roar come out louder 
and more forcefully. All the while he watched the dragon. It was hard to roar like a 
dragon without feeling ridiculous. He wasn’t sure how to get the grisly roll of 
sounds to build and expand in his chest rather than in his throat. 

He tried again, and it came out a little louder. The dragon didn’t seem to notice. 
Then Dev got to his feet. He jogged in place for a minute, then swung his arms 
wide to open his chest. Fifer watched him, half-intrigued and half-amused. What 
was he trying to do? 

Dev took in a deep breath and held it while he brought the fire back up to boil 
in his throat. Then he flung his arms back and opened his mouth, letting out a 


mighty roar that surprised both of them. 

It surprised the dragons, too. The nearest one started toward them. 

“What are you doing?” Fifer whispered harshly. When the dragon kept coming, 
Fifer got up and started dragging Dev to the palace. 

Dev pulled his arm away. “Watch,” he whispered. “Let’s see what happens.” 

“What did you say to it?” 

“I have no idea.” 

Fifer watched as the dragon continued toward them. “This is a bad idea, Dev,” 
Fifer said. “It’s not part of our plan.” 

“I know, but it could make the plan better.” 

The dragon let out a roar of her own. Dev’s eyes widened. He roared back, and 
the dragon stopped and stared at the two of them. Then she opened her mouth and 
sprayed a line of fire at the grass in front of them, scorching it. 

“Dev!” said Fifer, abandoning him and making a run for the palace. “Please don’t 
mess up everything!” 

Dev glanced after her, then looked back at the dragon. He couldn't tell if the 
creature was angry or if it was ready to obey, like the one at the front corner had 
done when Thisbe had roared. But he didn’t want to mess up everything, like Fifer 
had said—especially not if it would put Thisbe in danger. So he went after Fifer, 
waving off the dragon in case that would help end whatever it was that was 
happening. He could try again another time. But it was good to know he could roar 
like Thisbe. 

Back in the library, Fifer was mad. Between huffs from the speedy climb up the 
stairs, she said, “You could have gotten us killed.” 

“They're not going to kill us,” said Dev, breathing hard too. “You, especially. And 
they don’t seem bothered by me, either. They haven’t been ordered to kill. That’s 
obvious by now. At least not while we stay on the property.” 

“But there’s no reason for you to call them to us,” said Fifer. “We don’t want to 
go to the castle like Thisbe did, and you definitely don’t want these dragons to tell 
the Revinir that you're alive.” She lowered her voice. “That was really reckless. Just 
because they haven’t hurt us yet doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous. They're 
dragons.” 

Dev frowned, then conceded the point. “I’m sorry. I just wondered if they'd listen 
to me if I roared like Thisbe did. I was thinking maybe we can command them to 
do other things.” 

Fifer tipped her head thoughtfully. “I doubt that. Theyre under the Revinir’s 


control. Not ours.” 

“But Thisbe did it, so why can’t I? I have scales and black eyes, and I managed to 
roar. What other dragon qualities does Thisbe possess that I don’t? I was just trying 
it out.” 

Fifer considered it. “That’s a good point,” she admitted. “Maybe we can use them 
somehow. What if... what if all the black-eyed people who have taken in the 
dragon-bone broth can affect the mind-controlled dragons in some way? That 
would be phenomenal! What a breakthrough—and the Revinir probably doesn’t 
know.” 

“I wish I knew if Thisbe had just roared at that dragon randomly, or if she felt 
like she was saying something to it.” Dev turned to ponder it and spotted 
movement out the front window. He rushed over to get a better look. “Something’s 
coming,” he said, his voice strained. He could see several dots heading their way. 

“Are they dragons?” asked Fifer. She moved to stand next to Dev and peered out. 
“Is it Thisbe? Or the Revinir?” 

After a strained moment, Dev shook his head. He turned and looked at Fifer, 
who was as close to him as she’d ever been, barring their hug on the stairs when 
Dev had found them in his library. Something in his stomach flipped, and he 
caught his breath. “It’s your birds,” he said. “They're on the way. I nearly forgot.” 

“Oh, of course,” Fifer said. “That’s a relief.” 

They watched them coming in and realized they were carrying the hammock, 
like usual. As they approached, the front dragon turned his head sharply. He stood 
up and faced them, as if he found their approach threatening in some way. And 
then, as Shimmer and the rest of the birds came swooping down over the dragon 
toward the palace, the fire-breathing creature let out a mighty roar, throwing 
flames from his mouth a hundred feet into the air. 

“What? No!” Fifer screamed. She gripped Dev’s forearm. “Stop! Oh no!” 

But the billowing flame caught the flock and the canvas hammock as if they were 
made of tinder. Everything went up in a cloud of smoke. 

When the smoke cleared, there was nothing left of them. 





Things Get Real 


Fifer stared in horror. Then she turned and ran across the library to the stairs and 
started down. “No!” she yelled again. “My birds!” 

Dev started after her. “Where are you going? Wait!” 

Fifer kept moving. 

“Fifer!” Dev shouted. He tried to catch her, but she was too fast. “Fifer, stop! 
There’s nothing you can do! The dragons—” 

Fifer couldn’t think straight. How could this have happened? The property was 
filled with birds, and the dragons had never done anything to them. She’d never 
seen the dragons even pay attention to them. And now all of her precious birds 
were dead. Shimmer... She stopped at the bottom of the spiral staircase, sending 
the foxes running. Shimmer was dead too. 

The dragons had done nothing to the foxes. They'd never gone after a bird. Was 
it the hammock that had spooked the dragon? Did they suspect these birds were 
more than just casual neighbors on this property? 

Dev caught up and stopped behind Fifer, breathing hard from the chase. “I’m so 
sorry,” he said. “Are you okay?” 

Fifer was so angry she couldn’t begin to cry. She wanted to murder the dragon 
for what he’d done. She covered her face, shocked by her own violent reaction. But 
it was true that Fifer was a killer now, after taking down Frieda Stubbs. She looked 
up. “Tm so furious!” she screamed, more at the dragons than in response to Dev’s 


1? 


question. “Augh 


Dev stayed back. His face wrinkled up in angst. What could he do besides being 
angry too? Dev loved animals. He’d spent much of his time in the forest. He cared 
for the foxes as if they were his charges. He could only imagine the pain Fifer must 
be going through. He knew the birds were more than just a means of 
transportation for her. 

Fifer moved to the doorway, scowling at the dragon who'd killed her flock. She 
was glad that Dev had come after her, because she might have kept going straight 
to the dragon to attack him. But that wasn’t safe, especially now that the dragon 
was riled up. And while shed known never to trust one of the Revinir’s dragons, 
she and Dev and Thisbe had grown lax about them being here since they could 
roam freely within the perimeter of the property. 

“You killed my birds!” she screamed at the dragon. 

The red creature was not impressed by her shouts and didn’t seem to notice how 
upset Fifer was. Fifer gripped her hair and tugged at it in frustration. She whirled 
around to look at Dev on the bottom step. “I can’t believe I’ve lost them all,” she 
said, softer now. “They died because of me.” Her face fell. She wasn’t able to unsee 
the fiery disaster, and it went through her mind over and over. Her shoulders 
slumped. She pushed her hair back, and a tear slipped down. 

Dev had noticed that Fifer wasn’t a touchy-feely kind of person. She didn’t seem 
to like giving hugs unless she really knew and liked a person. But he was at a loss for 
what else to do. And now her bottom lip was quivering. “I’m sorry, Fifer,” he said. 
“Do you... do you want a hug? Or... anything?” 

Fifer’s lip kept quivering. She nodded and dropped her hand from her face. 

Dev stepped down off the stair, went to her, and wrapped his arms around her. 
She pressed her face into his shoulder and sobbed. 

They stood there for a long moment, intertwined, until Fifer’s sobs stopped. She 
pulled away, and Dev hastily let go and shoved his hands into his skirt pockets. 
“You okay?” he asked. 

“Thanks,” said Fifer, sniffing and looking up at him. “Yes. Thank you.” 

He pulled a wadded-up handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to her. She 
took it and wiped her eyes and blew her nose. Then she held on to it and stared at 
it, not sure what to do. “I'll... go wash this now.” 

“It’s okay,” said Dev weakly, even though he really didn’t want it back in its 
present condition. “You can keep it. There are more upstairs.” 

“I—thank you.” Fifer shoved the handkerchief into her pocket and wiped her 
hands on her pants. She closed her eyes and shook her head. She couldn’t believe 


what the dragon had done. “I'll meet you upstairs,” she told Dev. 

Dev narrowed his eyes. “Um...” 

“I won't do anything crazy,” she said. “I just need a minute. I’m going to the water 
pump. That’s it.” 

Dev smiled grimly, and as Fifer slipped out the doorway, he turned and started 
back up the stairs. As he went, his mind began to whirl with questions. What did it 
mean that the dragon had attacked Fifer’s birds? Had he seen them as threatening? 
Or had the Revinir given them very specific instructions on who or what to attack? 
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When Fifer came back to the library, she hung out the freshly washed handkerchief 
over the railing to dry. Then she turned to Dev and said clinically, “This new 
development throws a wrench into things.” 

“Right,” said Dev. “We just lost a means of transportation.” 

“More than that,” said Fifer. “We assumed since you managed to walk onto the 
property without the dragons harming you, anyone could come in without a 
problem—that the dragons are only here to prevent Thisbe and me from leaving. 
But now... Pm not exactly sure what to think. Did the Revinir program the dragons 
to attack anything from the air?” 

“That doesn’t make sense. There are birds all around that fly in and out as they 
please.” 

“So was it the hammock?” 

“Maybe,” said Dev. 

“Or maybe the Revinir gave specific instructions and descriptions of all of our 
friends and allies,” said Fifer. “In which case we are totally—” 

“Oh no,” said Dev, turning sharply. “What about Florence? Your team! They're 
coming here. You have to warn them.” 

“I hope Florence writes me back soon,” said Fifer gravely. “Because I only have 
one send spell left.” 





They Meet Again 


The ted dragon Thisbe was riding reached the castle and landed near the moat. 
Thisbe’s scales rose and stayed up, and she could feel the Revinir’s presence in the 
air. Familiar guards stood at attention on either side of the drawbridge. When they 
saw who had arrived, one of them hurried inside. Thisbe remained on the dragon’s 
back for a moment, steeling herself for what was to come. She was in character. 
Playing a role. She was about to fake joining forces with the most evil thing their 
worlds had ever known. And part of her... 

She tamped down the thought. 

But seriously, part of her... 

She wrestled with her feelings. 

Because part of her... was excited about it. 

She liked the risk. She liked the power. She liked that there was no one else the 
Revinir wanted to work with. It was Thisbe or nobody. That gave her a rush. It was 
scary to think that way, but Thisbe liked that aspect of it too. A thrill. Who didn’t 
like a thrill? 

But she was scared, too. More scared than she’d ever been before, outside of the 
first time she’d met the Revinir. Back then she’d been taken from the auction block, 
dragged into the catacombs, and locked inside a cell full of dragon bones. Later 
shed been branded—a signature move by the Revinir, who'd done a few similar 
things when she’d been Queen Eagala in Warbler. At least now Thisbe thought the 
Revinir might treat her properly, especially since she wanted something from her. 


She could always walk away, she told herself. Though... she grimaced to imagine it. 
What would the Revinir do? Just let her go? Hardly. 

Last night she’d surprised herself by communicating with the red dragon 
through roaring, and she wanted to try that again. She let a soft rumble percolate 
in her throat, trying to project to the dragon to put his wing out so she could 
disembark. She let the growl grow and made it more urgent sounding. Eventually 
the dragon paid attention and let his wing unfurl. She slid down over the webbing 
to the ground, landing with a hop. Then she straightened her component vest and 
walked across the drawbridge toward the huge castle entrance. 

The giant entry room had been cleaned up and repaired after the fire. There was 
still a mild smoky smell, enough to make Thisbe’s sinuses sting. She moved inside, 
remembering all the times she’d come through here before. She was at her most 
confident this time, which was saying something. But she had to be, for that was 
the kind of character she needed to play in order to beat the Revinir at her own 
game. She walked with an air of ownership, letting her boots click loudly on the 
green malachite floor and coming to a stop in the center of the grand vestibule. She 
crossed her arms over her chest and waited. 

It didn’t take long for a servant to come toward her. “Come with me,” the man 
said. His eyes were glazed over. Remembering that the Revinir had probably 
drugged hundreds of people of Grimere with the dragon-bone broth was 
depressing. It made everything just that much harder. Would the antidote of 
ancestor broth work on them? Or did that only work on the black-eyed people? 
They'd have to figure out what to do with them, too. Would the mind control 
break automatically once Thisbe took the Revinir out? 

She was getting ahead of herself. One thing at a time. Thisbe followed the man, 
enjoying the echo of her footsteps. Imagining the Revinir hearing her coming. 
What was in store for Thisbe? She had no idea. She’d imagined several scenarios 
but didn’t want to spend too much time on them. She wanted to experience this 
without rehearsing any specific reactions—she’d be more authentic that way. More 
believable. 

They went up several flights of stairs—the same ones they'd climbed before when 
trying to escape the drawbridge fire. Finally they entered the grand ballroom, 
where many of the king’s old servants had escaped to when the smoke became too 
thick elsewhere. 

The large doors to the balcony were open wide, and the Revinir was standing 
with her wings and tail toward Thisbe. A few attendants surrounded her. “Here 


you are, Revinir,” said the man dully. He left the room, leaving Thisbe standing 
there. 

Slowly the Revinir backed into the room and turned around. She wore a smug 
smile, revealing her rows of teeth. Thisbe stood firm. 

“So,” drawled the Revinir, “what brings you here? Have you had enough of the 
palace already? I was just thinking of paying you a visit.” 

“Tve come to work with you,” said Thisbe. “On one condition.” 

The Revinir snorted in surprise. Fire flew from her lips. Thisbe let out a warning 
growl and shot fire back. The attendants ducked. 

“Well!” said the dragon-woman, clearly delighted by the exchange. 

Thisbe glared. “I can leave.” 

The dragon-woman tried to hide her smile, but she wasn’t very good at it. “No, 
you can’t,” she said matter-of-factly. “You're here now, and here you shall stay. But 
let’s talk about your ‘one condition.’ What’s that all about? I’m not sure I like that 
idea.” 

“If you want me to help you fulfill the deal to make us true rulers of Grimere, 
you'll have to do what I ask.” 

The Revinir looked condescendingly down her snout at Thisbe. “You have 
become so bossy,” she said. “It’s not a pretty look on you.” 

“Tm not here to be pretty. I’m here to rule this world.” 

“Well!” the Revinir said again. She was continuously surprised by Thisbe. 
Suspicion crept in. “Why? What changed your mind?” 

Thisbe, who was still gauging just how confident and straightforward to be, took 
a moment to meander to the sideboard where a teapot sat on a silver tray. “The last 
straw was being stuck at that place, whatever it was. | had plenty of time to think.” 

The Revinir eyed her carefully. “And what has become of your sister?” 

“I left her there. She’s... not exactly on board with my plan.” Thisbe shifted, then 
turned and folded her arms defiantly. “But then again, you never expected her to go 
along with this, did you?” 

The dragon-woman turned away and moved through the ballroom, thinking 
hard. She’d been studying Thisbe. Trying to detect if she was lying to her. She knew 
the girl had lied to her once before—she’d pretended that the ancestor broth had 
no effect on her. But since the time in the tower when Dev had revealed the truth, 
the Revinir had been ruminating over it. And she’d concluded that the reason she'd 
believed Thisbe so easily, so errantly, was because the girl gave the answer she’d 
been hoping for. She hadn’t wanted the ancestor broth to affect Thisbe, because it 


hadn’t affected her. And that was why she’d been so easily swayed that time. But 
was the girl at it again? She oozed confidence. Is that how someone would act after 
being stuck in a dilapidated palace for a month, guarded by dragons? 

The Revinir narrowed her eyes at Thisbe. The girl looked healthy enough, 
though a bit ragged. But she didn’t seem to have a clue where she'd been staying all 
this time. Or... was she lying about that? Questions pounded her. What had made 
her come here? “Why haven’t your people come after you?” 

“I told them not to come,” said Thisbe. “In the note I sent after you snatched us 


up. 

“Why would you do that? Weren’t you afraid of me?” The dragon-woman seemed 
offended. 

Thisbe lifted her chin. “Maybe I'd already been thinking about joining you. 
You've asked me enough times, you know. You think it hasn’t been on my mind?” 

“You said the opposite back then,” the Revinir accused. 

“Because Fifer was there. What else could I say?” 

They both fell silent as the Revinir contemplated Thisbe’s story. It was plausible. 
But was it true? She still wasn’t sure. Finally the Revinir went back to the balcony. 
“What's your one condition?” she asked. 

“That you leave the seven islands alone.” 

The Revinir snorted out over the railing. Fire rained down on yard crews below, 
but she didn’t care. “Of course,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Why 
wouldn’t you want that?” She chuckled long and low. “Oh, my dear girl. There’s no 
way I’m interested in granting that.” 

“Then I'll be leaving.” Thisbe turned abruptly and started toward the doors. 

“Stop!” shouted the Revinir. 

“You need this more than I do,” said Thisbe over her shoulder. She didn’t stop. 

“Halt!” the dragon-woman shouted. “I’m not finished with you.” 

Thisbe kept going. “Don’t call your guards, or I'll never join you in this endeavor. 
It’s time you treat me like a partner instead of a slave. Where’s my room?” 

“What?” 

“My room. I’m going to let you think about this for the rest of the day. I’m tired 
from traveling all night on your stinky dragon.” 

The Revinir growled. She hadn't been pushed around like this since... well, since 
Marcus and Justine had forced her to stay home when they left for Quill, back 
when she was a child. And she didn’t like it very much. But she sort of admired it 
too. She knew she’d seen strength in Thisbe from the very beginning, when she 


detected that the girl was much more evil than good. She’d chosen her future 
partner well. And now here the girl was, finally willing to help make the Revinir’s 
dreams come true, and she was letting her walk away? What was happening? 

“LIL... find a room for you,” the Revinir said. “Wait here.” 

Thisbe stopped and folded her arms as a smug smile played at her lips. “The best 
one you have,” she called out. She eyed a guard who stood at a hallway intersection. 
When the Revinir was out of sight, Thisbe let out a breath of relief. Everything was 
going smoothly. Her instincts on how to play this seemed to be pretty good—or 
close enough. She was keeping the Revinir on her toes. That was working. She 
straightened again and put on an impatient expression. 

A moment later Thisbe could hear the Revinir barking directions to someone. 
Then the dragon-woman reappeared. “Right this way to your suite,” she said coolly. 
She turned around, her haunches and tail slamming into the sides of the wide 
hallway as she navigated the tight space. Little bits of the wall were left crumbling. 

Thisbe followed her to a wing of the castle she hadn’t been in before. Finely 
appointed, completely empty suites sprouted off from both sides. The Revinir 
stopped at one. “Here you are. I’ve borrowed a servant from the kitchen who will 
attend to your needs. She'll be coming shortly with water and food for you. And 
she'll be watching your every move, so don’t be sneaky with your spells.” The 
dragon-woman couldn’t help but smirk. “You'll notice I didn’t try to disarm you.” 

“You'll notice I didn’t try to kill you,” Thisbe retorted. 

“Indeed.” The dragon-woman gave Thisbe a scornful look. “Anything else?” 

“What’s my servant’s name?” 

The Revinir scowled. “How should I know?” 

“That’s going to change.” Thisbe pushed past the dragon-woman into her little 
apartment. It was well appointed with a sitting room, small kitchen, and bedroom. 
Doors led from the far wall to a balcony. “That'll be all for now,” Thisbe called out 
over her shoulder, and dropped her rucksack on her bed. Then, when the Revinir 
didn’t leave, Thisbe closed the door in her face. Gently. Because she wasn’t a 


monster. Yet. 





Stressing Out 


Haybe Florence will respond to your last send message,” said Dev. “Then you can 
reply to that one, right? That way you won't have to use your last component.” 

“That’s what I’m hoping for,” said Fifer. “Either way, they won't be here for a 
couple of days, so we have time to decide whether to use this last send spell. I really 
want to save it in case I need to reach Thisbe, though.” 

“Florence will be bringing more with her,” said Dev. “Won't she? She’s the head 
of your army, after all.” Dev hadn’t ever met Florence, but he’d heard plenty about 
her over time. 

“Pm sure whoever comes will have extra. But I don’t feel good at all about using 
the last one until I’m one hundred percent certain more are in my possession. As 
we both know, plans can change. And I’m not at all positive we'll be able to have 
Florence come directly to us.” She balled her fists and pounded her forehead. “I 
can’t believe my precious birds are gone forever. I feel terrible. Shimmer was my 
friend.” 

Dev didn’t know how to comfort her. She was distraught over it. So was he, but 
Fifer’s loss was much more personal. Plus, they'd been counting on the birds for 
later. Not having them would mess up their plans. And now, with Florence and 
whoever else was on the way, they had to figure out where to send them so that the 
dragons wouldn’t attack as they'd done with the birds. 

And there was also the question of what to do with Dev. Because he was 
supposed to be dead, they didn’t want anyone from Artimé to know quite yet that 
he was alive. This was for the same reason that they needed their friends to truly 


believe Thisbe had joined the other side—because in case anyone was captured and 
forced to take in the dragon-bone broth, they couldn’t tell the Revinir the truth. 
Dev was safer dead than alive at this point, at least in the minds of everyone 
potentially vulnerable to the Revinir’s schemes. But now Dev was second-guessing 
his intentions to attempt to cross the property line shortly for his hideout in the 
village. He’d figured he’d be able to leave just as he’d been able to come, but now he 
wasn't so sure. Besides, he wanted to be here for Fifer if she needed him, especially 
now that she didn’t have Shimmer. He also wanted to be in on the action. It was a 
risk, though, because he knew the truth about what Thisbe was doing. And if the 
Revinir captured him, that had the potential to mess up everything. 

They went out to fish. Neither spoke for a long time, both lost in their thoughts 
as they crouched side by side along the bank, patiently holding the chain-mail net. 
Fifer was trying to figure out what to do with Florence and her team. And Dev was 
weighing the risks of staying at the palace. There was always one thing at the back 
of his mind... the fact that he felt like this palace belonged to him. And now that he 
actually had a place that was his, he was reluctant to leave it. And a little bit selfish, 
too. Because Fifer was forced to stay here, she got to remain in the comforts of the 
library. His library. 

“Maybe I could hide out in the alcove,” Dev said suddenly, breaking the silence. 

Fifer looked up, feeling an unexpected surge of hope at the idea. She didn’t want 
Dev to leave. It was too hard to communicate. Then she frowned. “Actually, if 
Florence and her team don’t come here, you might as well stay.” 

“But where are you going to send them?” 

“I don’t know. I was thinking maybe the foothills on this side of the mountains. 
But I don’t know where the river flows.” 

Dev plucked a stiff blade of grass and started chewing on it. “Why not reroute 
them to the cavelands? The land there is flat, the river flows through it, and there’s 
room for them to find shelter in the caves. Plus, they can talk to Astrid and the 
other ghost dragons.” 

“I've never been there. How far away is it?” 

“Half a day’s journey via ghost dragon.” 

“That’s a bit far.” 

“But it'll be totally safe for them there. They can’t stay in Grimere. And the 
forest might be too dangerous with such a large party—the Revinir would learn of 
them soon enough, and the dragons use the dragon path. Besides, that’s probably 
just as far from here as the cavelands.” 


Fifer spied a small fish coming their way and pointed at it. Dev nodded and 
slowly repositioned his end of the net. The fish got close, and the two scooped it up 
in one smooth motion. They pulled it onshore, and Fifer went for the fish knife to 
kill it and clean it while Dev returned to try for a second one. They made a good 
team. Everything would be harder if they were separated—like fishing, since there 
was only one net. And since neither of them knew when anybody else would be 
able to reach them because of the red dragons, it would be silly for Dev to leave 
now. It was a relief. 

“Tm staying,” Dev whispered over his shoulder, barely catching Fifer’s eye before 
turning back to the river. 

Fifer shoved a stick through the fish’s mouth. “Good.” She felt a weight lift off 
her shoulders. “Besides, have you even tried to leave since you got here? The 
dragons might not let you.” 

Dev was quiet as he spied their second course. He scooped up the fish and 
brought it over. “No. That’s been on my mind too. But I do want to try talking to 
the dragons a bit more.” 

“Talking?” Fifer scoffed. She handed the knife to Dev, then went to the water to 
rinse her hands. “They just ignore me when I talk to them.” 

“Roaring, then,” said Dev. He glanced at the dragon nearest them. The creature 
was alert but not looking at them. They'd made this trip to the river so many times 
that the dragons no longer seemed to get worried about them being so near this 
particular boundary. Perhaps they even thought that the two of them couldn’t or 
wouldn’t cross it. “At least they react to my roars. Don’t you think that indicates 
something?” 

“Like what?” 

“That I’m actually getting through the mind control.” 

Fifer, who didn’t have much experience with the mind-control part of the 
Revinir’s powers, could only shrug. “All I know is that these are not nice dragons. 
And if they can scorch a flock of magical ravens into ash, they can do the same to 
you.” She stood up and turned to him. “And I wouldnt be able to handle it if 
something happened to you.” 

Dev felt something thick rise to his throat. It wasn’t fire. It was something 
emotional. He remembered what the Revinir had told him. And he was angry that 
he kept thinking about it. That she had retained that amount of control over him. 
“When the Revinir...” His voice came out gravelly, and he cleared his throat. “Before 


she threw me out of the window, she said not one person in the world cared about 
me.” 

Fifer looked up. Her eyes grew shiny. “And did you believe that monster?” 

Dev’s bottom lip twitched, and he fought to still it. “Yes.” 


Fifer held Dev’s gaze. “Well,” she said, “she was wrong.” 





Sound the Alarms 


Receiving Fifer’s first send spell after so many weeks without a word had been a 
relief until Florence opened it. Florence and Simber had read it together in utter 
confusion, then called in Aaron and Maiven and Rohan. And then Ishibashi and 
Sky. And Carina and Seth. And Lani and Samheed. Nobody could make sense of 
the shocking turn of events, especially Rohan. 

“Could this be some sort of a trick?” Rohan asked. He couldn’t fathom it. 

“I think we have to treat it as real,” Lani said. She glanced at Aaron, who'd sunk 
to achair and covered his face. 

Florence had immediately responded, and then she’d prepared a small rescue 
contingent to head out on the ghost dragons. Leaving Lani in charge of Artimé and 
Samheed and Kaylee to take over magical and combat training, Florence, Simber, 
Aaron, Maiven, Rohan, Ishibashi, Sky, Carina, and Seth departed Artimé in 
various stages of disbelief, having had little time to absorb and comprehend Fifer’s 
words. 


PPKK 


Fifer’s response came in while they were flying on Gorgrun’s back to the Island of 
Fire. Florence called an emergency meeting with Maiven and Rohan and the rest of 
them. Simber flew next to them, and Quince beyond, carrying luggage and supplies. 
Florence opened the send spell and read it silently while the others waited. 


Rohan’s face looked as gray as it had been when he’d lived in the catacombs for 
years. “I just... I can’t believe this is happening,” he whispered as he prepared 
himself for more atrocities. 


Florence looked up, then read the message aloud: 


Florence, 

Thank goodness you're coming. Yes, Thisbe knows that. But she took a hard fall early 
on and has been a bit out of sorts ever since, talking about being more evil than good. 
Then she mumbled something yesterday about there being another way.... I didn’t 
know what she meant by that until she disappeared with one of the Revinir’s 
dragons. I’m afraid she has something sinister in mind. I’m sick about it—this isn’t 
the Thisbe everyone knows. 

Fifer 


“Sinister?” Rohan said, his eyes widening. “Not the Thisbe everyone knows? 
What is going on here? She was injured...?” He shook his head angrily. “More evil 
than good? That’s not an indicator of anything! I kept telling her that!” 

Maiven touched Rohan’s arm. “We'll get this straightened out.” 

“Clearrrly the Rrrevinirrr has put the twins thrrrough something horrrible,” 
Simber said. “We should have gone afterrr them earrrlierrr.” 

“We had an order from the head mage,” Florence reminded him. 

“But why didn’t Fiferrr contact us beforrre this happened?” Simber lamented. 
“Maybe we could have done something!” 

“I still think something odd is happening here,” Rohan said. “Thisbe would never 
do this!” 

“It’s not impossible for me to imagine Thisbe going this route,” Aaron muttered. 
His expression was distraught. He didn’t know what else to say. A pang of guilt 
went through him. Was his sister taking after him? 

Maiven looked from Florence to Simber and back again. It was heartbreaking to 
see their reactions. “Florence,” she said, “how do these notes strike you?” 

“I didn’t track with any of this at first,” said Florence. She glanced at Rohan. “I 
understand your disbelief, Rohan. Maybe Fifer is somehow compromised. There’s 
no telling what people will do when injured and threatened or bullied.” She 
thought for a moment. “But Fifer knew she didn’t have to make up a shocking story 
to get us to come—she could have just asked, and we'd be on the way immediately. 
So why would she need to lie?” 


Rohan closed his eyes in defeat. 

“A lot of time has passed, and we don’t know any details,” Florence said gently. 
“Tm withholding judgment for now. But... I have little reason to doubt what Fifer is 
saying.” 

“I agree,” said Sky quietly. 

Seth nodded. “Fifer doesn’t lie.” A shadow crossed over his face. Unless it was for 
Thisbe. He shook the thought away—it didn’t make any sense. How would Fifer 
lying to all of them about this help Thisbe in any way? 

Ishibashi spoke up. “‘Another way’... what does that mean?” 

“I assume it means another way to take over leadership.” 

“Impossible,” Maiven said. But her eyes narrowed, and she didn’t seem 100 
percent sure. 

Rohan remained quiet and withdrawn. Everything about this strange 
development seemed completely off. And he was furious that Florence and the 
others hadn’t gone after the twins when he'd suggested it, right after they’d been 
abducted. Back when he'd tried to convince them that it was the right thing to do. 
Nobody knew the Revinir like he and the other black-eyed children did. Why 
hadn’t they listened to him? Why hadn’t he pushed harder? He sank down into the 
dragon’s soft back, feeling stunned. How could Thisbe possibly do something like 
this? Not just to him, but to their people? It made Rohan sick enough to want to 
throw up. He thought he knew her. 

Maybe this was Fifer’s way of saying something else. Was she being forced to 
send it? Was Florence sure that it sounded like Fifer? What if the note was really 
from the Revinir? “Are you sure Fifer wrote these?” he asked, desperate to make 
sense of this. 

“She would have had to be the one to write it and send it magically,” said 
Florence. “No one else could do it and impersonate her.” 

“But if a dragon were hovering over her, she might write whatever the Revinir 
told her to write,” Rohan argued. “I just can’t believe this is true. Thisbe would 
never, ever do this.” He felt like he was repeating himself, but he couldn’t let it go. 

“I can’t fathom it either,” Maiven said. “Florence, could Fifer be compromised?” 

“Absolutely,” said Florence. “And if she is, the Revinir will be anxiously waiting 
for our response.” 

Seth glanced up. “So it would torture the Revinir if we don’t answer right away?” 

Florence raised an eyebrow. “Could be a good technique. Maybe not quite yet, 
though. We want to reassure Fifer in case she’s really in a dire situation.” 


“We have to at least act like we believe what Fiferrr is telling us,” Simber said. 
“In case Rrrohan’s position is corrrect.” 

Simber’s comments made Rohan feel a little better. But what Fifer had said 
about Thisbe being more evil than good stuck in his craw. He’d waved off that 
argument since the beginning. But he remembered when the Revinir had 
announced it—he’d been with Thisbe in the catacombs, near the river. And Thisbe 
had clearly been bothered by it then. But he thought she’d gotten past it. Maybe she 
hadn’t after all. Had the dragon-woman worn her down so much that she’d started 
to believe her? 

“What other way could there possibly be?” Rohan asked suddenly. “Surely 
Maiven or the ghost dragons would know if there’s another way to take over the 
rulership of the land of the dragons.” 

“Without support from either body of residents,” Maiven explained, “there isn’t 
another way. I’ve been racking my memory trying to think of what she could 
possibly mean.” 

Florence tapped her chin, making a clacking sound. “Perhaps she thinks the rest 
of you can be coerced to vote for her.” 

Rohan and Maiven looked at each other with doubt in their eyes. There was no 
way any of the black-eyed children would turn their backs on Maiven Taveer. It 
was impossible. And Thisbe knew it. 

Rohan began to despair again. “Nothing makes sense.” he said. 

“Any thoughts on how I should respond?” Florence asked. 

“We rrrespond as if we believe Fiferrr,” said Simber. “Whetherrr she’s telling the 
trrruth or trrrying to send us a hidden message, we must go along with it to keep 
herrr safety intact. She’s intelligent. I don’t believe this is a game in any way. 
Something’s verrry wrrrong, eitherrr with Thisbe orrr with Fiferrr.” 

“Or both of them,” said Sky. 

Florence glanced at Maiven and Rohan. “Agreed?” 

“Yes,” said Maiven. 

Rohan hesitated, then added, “Is there a way to give her a clue that we are 
skeptical about all of this? So she knows were not swallowing it whole?” 

“I think so. Let me work on this.” Florence wrote her response and showed it to 
the others: 


Fifer, 


Were shocked beyond belief. We are on our way to Ashguard’s palace, hoping to 
arrive tomorrow morning. Don’t despair—we're coming to help. 
Florence 


The group agreed that the “beyond belief” part conveyed what they wanted to 
say while still being clear that they sensed the danger she was in and were taking it 
seriously. Florence sent it, and they dispersed to brood individually. 

Aaron had no words. Only the questions pounding him. Was this somehow his 
fault? Could he have detected this kind of behavior, having turned on everyone 
himself at one point? 

Rohan took to a quiet spot near the back of the dragon to be alone. He still 
couldn’t get over what Fifer was saying. If it were true... Ugh—he could hardly even 
imagine. His heart would be broken forever. There was no worse betrayal in his 
mind. Thisbe knew how dedicated he was to getting the land back to the rightful 
owners. She had to know how much this would hurt him. Didn’t she care? If only he 
could talk to her. Find out what was happening. 

He could hardly get through the suspense one minute at a time. He didn’t know 
if he could last until they found Fifer the next day. Where was Thisbe? The castle? 
Would she be alone? He glanced at Quince. Perhaps Rohan could go to the castle to 
check things out while the others went to find Fifer. That would be risky, though. 
He’d have to clear it with Maiven and Florence, and he could already predict the 
answer to be a hearty “no.” But he just wanted to talk to Thisbe so badly his head 
ached. 

A few weeks before, Florence had awarded Rohan his very own loaded 
component vest. He slipped his fingers into one of the pockets and drew out a send 
spell component, then turned it around in his hands. 

He knew it was a bad idea to send anything to Thisbe, knowing that she was 
probably with the Revinir. Yet... he couldn’t stop agonizing about everything. How 
could she do this to him? He clutched the buttons of his shirt, near his heart, as if 
that would stop the pain from oozing through his chest. 

But it only intensified. He’d never felt more abandoned in his life. Not even 
when his mother had forced him to go away. Thisbe’s betrayal was worse than that. 
It felt cold-blooded. Calculated. Almost impossible to believe. But what if... what if 
it was true? What if her evil side had taken point for the first time? What if all this 
time her evil levels were increasing and Rohan just hadn’t known? What if her 


turning to work with the Revinir was just an inevitable thing that Rohan had 
convinced himself wouldn’t ever happen? How naive of him. 

He pictured Thisbe, the way she looked at him. There was never any evil in her 
eyes. Only kindness. Gentleness. Even... love. He let out a low moan as tears sprang 
to his eyes. His heart was breaking right here, on a ghost dragon’s back, and he 
couldn’t stop it. He would do anything to end the pain. He had to know if Thisbe 
had really betrayed them. He couldn’t stand it. Taking the component, he removed 
the pencil and hunched over so the others wouldn't see. Through tears he held it 
poised, then wrote: 

Thisbe... 

A sob escaped him just from writing her name. How could she hurt him like 
this? He remembered the letter he’d written to her. It was folded up inside his 
pants pocket. He’d poured his heart out to her in that letter, and now he wanted to 
rip it up. Burn it. Throw it into the ocean. She didn’t deserve to read it. 

Rohan hated himself for feeling this way when they still weren’t sure what was 
happening. But along with that feeling came an instance of clarity and 
acknowledgment. A reluctant moment of awareness of the danger he could cause 
by sending a spell to Thisbe. He stared at Thisbe’s name on the paper and let out a 
breath. Then he replaced the pencil and slipped the send component back inside 
his pocket. He curled up on his side with his back to everyone, his eyes on the sea, 
his tears lost in the silvery ethereal skin of the dragon. 





A Perilous Step 


Thank goodness,” said Dev when he saw the send spell zipping up the stairs toward 
Fifer. 

Fifer hastily reached for it and opened it. The latest letter from Florence melted 
into a note in her hand, and Fifer read it aloud: 


Fifer, 

Were shocked beyond belief. We are on our way to Ashguard’s palace, hoping to 
arrive tomorrow morning. Don’t despair—we're coming to help. 

Florence 


She read it again, pausing on the first line. “We’re shocked beyond belief.” She 
looked up at Dev. “Is that supposed to mean something? Is she saying they don’t 
believe me?” 

“I don’t think we can parse each word right now, do you? You have to tell her to 
steer clear of this place.” 

“Right, right,” said Fifer, who was already preparing a response. 


Florence, 

Do not come to Ashguard’s palace. Go to the cavelands instead and remain there 
until I can figure out what to do. It’s too dangerous for you to come here. There are 
dragons waiting to attack anyone who approaches. They've just killed Shimmer and 


the rest of my birds. 


Fifer 


Fifer read it to Dev. “Sound okay? I don’t have much more room to explain 
further.” 

“It’s a bit shocking,” Dev said. “But it conveys the urgency of the situation. Get it 
out there.” 

Fifer sent it, and they were left to wait agonizingly again. Dev excused himself. 
“Tm going to try to communicate with the dragons again,” he said. 

“It’s so dangerous, Dev,” said Fifer. “Can’t you do it from inside? When Thisbe 
roared by accident the first time, she was up here.” 

Dev shrugged. “All right. I hope it’s not too annoying.” 

Fifer was more relieved than she cared to admit and totally willing to tolerate 
Dev’s roars if it meant he was safe inside. She wasn’t sure why she was feeling so 
clingy toward Dev lately. Probably because Thisbe was gone and in danger. Fifer 
didn’t normally need to rely on anybody—she was somewhat of a loner anyway, 
especially lately. But maybe it was the severity of the situation that made Fifer 
really appreciate having a friend around. 

Dev began making grunting and growling noises by the back window, trying to 
get the dragons to notice him without setting the curtains on fire. Fifer went to the 
bookshelves. Maybe something here could give her an idea about what else they 
could do to put them in the best position to escape these dragons in case Thisbe 
called on them to fight. She looked up at the shelves that were far above her head 
and wondered if there had ever been a ladder here. If so, it was long gone. 

Spying a potential foothold at eye level, Fifer went to get the desk chair to help 
her get to that height so she could look at the books up there. She climbed up, 
hanging on to the shelves and anchoring a few invisible hooks as well, and started 
reading the titles. “Caring for Dragons,” she said. “The Keeping of Dragons. Dragon 
Rulers.” All of the books on one shelf were about dragons. She continued. “Living in 
Harmony: A History of Dragon and Human Interaction in Grimere.” She pulled it off the 
shelf and dropped it to the floor with a loud bang. Dev gasped, startled by the 
noise. 

“Sorry,” said Fifer with a smirk. The next book didn’t have any words on the 
spine, so she pulled it out and blew the dust off. The title on the cover was in 
strange old-fashioned curly letters, and the words were that of the ancient 
language. But the illustration showed an army of humans fighting a single dragon 


and apparently slaying it. Her eyes widened. She dropped that book on top of the 
other and climbed back down to the chair and the floor. 

Dev let out a gravelly howl that did absolutely nothing. Fifer laughed, and Dev 
muttered something under his breath, clearly annoyed. “I can’t remember how to 
do it,” he said, this time loud enough for Fifer to hear. 

“It’s got to come from deep inside you,” said Fifer, trying to remember how he 
and Thisbe had sounded before. “Let it roll around a little in your chest at the 
beginning.” 

Dev raised an eyebrow but said nothing, even though it was somewhat annoying 
to have Fifer, who had no clue about how to roar, give him directions. Still, he tried 
doing what she said, and, surprisingly, the growl seemed deeper and more intense. 
He let it roll in his chest and then build and shoot from his throat. It sounded like a 
real dragon—a small one, but a real one. 

Fifer clamped her hands over her ears, her eyes going wide. “That’s it!” She went 
to the window and looked out. “They heard you. They're coming!” 

Dev looked out. He watched for a second and then roared again, shooting fire 
toward the ceiling. The dragons kept coming. “I’m going down there,” Dev said. “I 
think there’s something to this. I don’t know what yet. But maybe we can use them 
to help us leave the property and then somehow escape from them.” 

Fifer sighed. It had to be almost impossible to escape a dragon. But maybe Dev 
was onto something. “I’m coming with you,” she said, and she took off after him 
down the stairs. Round and round they went until they neared the second floor. 
One of the dragons was poking his face into the second-story window. Dev and 
Fifer slid to a stop and stared at the creature. He was about twice the size of the 
Revinir, but not nearly as big as the ghost dragons. He eyed the two teenagers, his 
giant nostrils dripping and flaring, his lip curling defiantly. 

“He doesn’t look happy,” Fifer said. 

“No, not really,” said Dev. He inched toward it, then roared again. 

Fifer cringed and ducked her head. The red dragon seemed agitated by the 
sound, and he reared back, then roared in response, sending a wave of fire at them. 

Dev swore and dove on top of Fifer as he tried to shield her and get away. His 
shirt caught and lit up the staircase. He screamed in pain and tried scrambling even 
more, stepping over Fifer in a blind attempt to escape the dragon. Fifer slid out 
from under him and threw herself on Dev’s back to suffocate the flames; then she 
erabbed him around the chest and pulled him up the stairs. He got his footing, and 


before the dragon could shower them with more fire, they rounded the curve and 
kept going, moving on sheer adrenaline all the way to the top. 

Dev collapsed in the library, out of breath and his back beginning to throb. He 
swore in the common language and started shaking, curling up on his side and 
writhing. Fifer whipped open her smoldering robe and fished out the healer’s kit. 
“Lie on your stomach,” she said, glad that she’d spent at least a little time in the 
hospital ward learning from Henry and Carina. “I’m going to remove what’s left of 
your shirt, okay? I've got some medicine. It'll make you feel better pretty quickly, 
but I've got to clean you up first.” 

Dev’s teeth started chattering. Fifer ran for a blanket and covered his lower 
body, then pulled out the wooden dagger Dev had carved for her and started 
ripping through his shirt to get it off. Some of the fabric had melted onto his skin, 
and when Fifer tried to remove it, Dev squealed in pain. She cringed and removed 
it anyway, trying to hold him still. Then she found a clean shirt and wet it down 
with water from Dev’s canteen. She dabbed Dev’s back to clean it. He screamed. 

It was the most horrible thing Fifer had ever had to do, and the way Dev was 
screaming rattled her, but she continued diligently. Finally she applied the salve 
from the kit and silently thanked Henry for making her carry it with her. It had 
come in handy multiple times already. 

Dev’s moans quieted as the salve numbed the pain and began to heal him. Fifer 
fetched her canteen for Dev to drink from and gave him a capsule of herbs to 
swallow, then she brought him a pillow from the sofa to rest his head on. When she 
had done all she could, Fifer sat back and wiped the sweat off her brow. “That 
could have been disastrous,” she murmured. She shook her head slightly, looking at 
Dev lying on the floor facing away from her. She pleaded silently for the medicine 
to work fast, because she was going to need him. They'd already lost the birds. Now 
this. Was everything going to fall apart? She hoped things were going better for 
Thisbe than they were for her. 





A Moment oF Weakness 


The team: from: Arin was approaching the Island of Fire when Fifer’s latest 
message arrived. Before she read it, Florence directed everybody to land on the 
volcanic island so they could wait for it to submerge and take them to the crater 
lake in Grimere. Sky and Seth planned to lead the way for those who hadn’t 
traveled in this fashion before. It would shave a day off their travels, and the mouth 
of the volcano was big enough for the ghost dragons to travel through as well. 
While Sky gave instructions to aim for the first portal, Florence opened Fifer’s 
message and had a look. 

“Simber!” Florence called. Rohan and Maiven came quickly as well. 

“What is it this time?” asked Rohan nervously. His world had turned upside 
down in an instant. Was this just one more thing? 

“Now Fifer says we shouldn't go to Ashguard’s palace, which is where she 
supposedly is. She says it’s too dangerous, and...” Florence looked up with grave 
concern. “She says the dragons have just killed Shimmer and the rest of Fifer’s 
birds.” 

“What?” whispered Rohan. The birds? He caught Seth’s troubled gaze. Neither 
boy knew what to think. 

“Nonsense,” said Simber. “Now I’m cerrrtain the Rrrevinirrr is dictating these 
messages. She doesn’t want us to come.” 

Florence studied the note. “It sounds like Fifer’s way of speaking, and it’s her 
handwriting. But you're right, Simber. This is too suspicious. Maiven?” 


“If she’s telling the truth, the dragons could harm us if we approach. Is she 
suggesting an alternative location?” 

“The cavelands.” 

“That seems like a reasonably safe place,” Maiven pointed out. “But I agree the 
sudden change seems suspect.” 

Rohan looked at the note. “So, wait. I’m confused on where we think everyone is. 
If we believe Fifer to be at Ashguard’s palace, and we believe the Revinir is holding 
her hostage there and forcing her to write these notes... where is Thisbe? Also at 
Ashguard’s palace, despite Fifer telling us she went to the castle?” 

“Potentially,” said Simber. “If so, the Rrrevinirrr has set up a strrrange and 
unnecessarrrily complex rrruse to keep us frrrom finding them.” 

“Why would the Revinir tell Fifer to make us come, and then try to keep us from 
finding them?” Florence shook her head wearily. “This is getting complicated.” 

“Tm starting to think were the ones making it complicated,” said Ishibashi in a 
quiet voice. 

Aaron looked at the man. He knew the old scientist didn’t speak often in 
situations where someone else was leading. But when he did, it was usually 
something impactful. So Aaron took Ishibashi seriously. “The simplest answer is 
often the right one? Is that what you're saying?” 

Ishibashi’s lips tightened into a line. “I don’t want it to be true, but perhaps it is.” 

Rohan was growing more distraught over it all. And the evolving discussion now 
seemed to swing in the direction of all of this really being true. He had to get some 
answers. Find out the truth about all of this. His broken heart longed to know, one 
way or another. Was Thisbe really betraying all of them? Or was something else 
going on? 

He slid down Gorgrun’s wing onto the island, too caught up in the Thisbe and 
Fifer saga to spend much time worrying about traveling via volcano. He pulled the 
component out of his pocket again and looked at the note he’d barely started. His 
heart was heavy. Could he risk this? What would happen if he did? But also... what 
would happen if he didn’t reach out? Maybe, if Thisbe had really followed her dark 
side to the Revinir, he could be the one to stop the worst from happening. 

He sat down in a quiet spot and pulled out the pencil, then continued where he’d 


left off. 


Thisbe, 


How could you do this? To me, and to all of us? Please reconsider. I’m devastated. I 
await your explanation while clinging to hope and love. 
Rohan 


The ground shivered. Sky shouted a warning and a reminder to everyone: “Be 
ready! Just a minute or two and we'll all go down. Stick together if you can and aim 
for the first portal!” 

Rohan quickly reread the note. His hands were sweating. Should he send it? Or 
not? Did he sound desperate? Afraid? Angry? He shouldn’t have said “love.” 

The pencil had no eraser. As Rohan’s heart pounded faster and faster, the 
ground began to shake more and more. “Rohan!” Maiven called out. “Come join me, 
please.” 

Rohan gripped the component and rushed toward Maiven just as the volcano 
shook again. He grabbed the queen by the hand and tried to take a few deep 
breaths. When the volcano began to descend, Rohan squeezed his eyes shut. He 
concentrated. And as water came up around his ankles, he whispered, “Send.” 





A Major Wrinkle 


libe opened her room door and ran into her servant, who'd been newly assigned 
to her apartment to watch Thisbe’s every move. “Oh,” said Thisbe. “Hello. ’m ready 
to speak with the Revinir again.” She hesitated. “What is your name?” 

The woman, whose eyes were glazed with mind control, didn’t answer. She went 
down the hallway and stopped, then turned and looked at Thisbe as if she expected 
her to follow. Thisbe hastily grabbed her wooden dagger, shoved it into her belt, 
and closed her door. Then she went after the servant, straightening her vest and 
double-checking her inner pocket. Everything was where it should be. 

They returned to the ballroom, where several servants awaited instructions that 
might never come. Thisbe’s servant went out to the balcony to let the Revinir know 
that the girl had returned. The two came back inside. 

“Have a seat,” the Revinir said, pointing to a table set for dinner. She sat on her 
haunches and worked her curly front talons together like a chef sharpening knives. 
Thisbe didn’t doubt they were just as sharp. Was the dragon-woman trying to 
intimidate her? If so, it wasn’t a smart tactic. They would have to be on equal 
ground in order to enter into a partnership, and Thisbe wouldn’t hesitate to 
remind the Revinir of this every time she tried to take the upper hand. 

Thisbe remained standing and put her hands on her hips. She studied the 
Revinir. “Are you planning to murder me with those glorified fingernails? I’m not 
sure that’s how a good partnership works.” 

The Revinir stopped sharpening her claws. “No. They just... hurt sometimes. 
When they grow quickly.” She frowned, as if unsure how to handle Thisbe’s bolder 


personality. 

“Great,” said Thisbe. “Then I expect you won’t do that again in my presence. 
How do we proceed? What has to happen before we can go forward with this plan 
of yours?” 

“I— Just wait a minute,” said the Revinir, sounding frustrated. Smoke drifted 
from her nostrils. “I’m not sure about this.” 

Thisbe stared at the dragon. “You're... what? I’m sorry. Did I hear you correctly? 
You've asked me more times than I can count to join you. You’ve kidnapped me on 
multiple occasions with the intent of convincing me to help your selfish cause. 
Most recently you dropped me onto some falling-apart monstrosity of a palace and 
left me to fend for myself with the hopes that I would come crawling to you, 
broken, and finally see the wisdom of your plan. Am I exaggerating?” 

“No, but—” 

“And now that I have done exactly what you wanted me to do, you are the one 
having doubts? Is that what’s happening here?” 

“I have questions!” the Revinir said sharply. A shower of sparks flew from her 
mouth and made tiny burn marks on the carpet. The dragon-woman rose to her 
tallest height. 

Thisbe dodged the sparks but didn’t back down. “You have wasted and ruined 
enough of my life. I don’t care if you have questions.” She held out her arms, 
covered in scales, and then blew an arc of fire into the room. “You did this to me, 
and TIl never be the same again. And now you can’t decide if you want to be my 
partner? It’s a little late for that, Emma.” 

The Revinir recoiled at the use of her given name. She hadn't heard it in a very 
long while. “What? H-how?” she sputtered. A roar rose up in her throat, but she 
held it back, not wanting any extra dragons and servants to come running in right 
now. She was confused and furious and insecure all at once. And she needed to take 
back control of this conversation. 

The Revinir wrinkled up her snout scornfully. Just as smoke started pouring 
from her jowls, a ball of light zipped in through the balcony doors and stopped in 
front of Thisbe. 

Thisbe froze and stared at it. And then both of them lunged for it. Thisbe’s 
touch opened it, and as it melted into her hand, the Revinir grabbed it before the 
girl had a chance to read it. 

“Give me that!” Thisbe screamed. Fire shot from her eyes and fingertips. 

“*Thisbe,’” the Revinir read in a mocking voice. She stood tall and kept the letter 


out of Thisbe’s reach. “‘How could you do this? To me, and to all of us? Please 
reconsider. I’m devastated. I await your explanation while clinging to hope and 
love. Rohan.” 

Thisbe’s face burned. 

The dragon-woman began to chuckle. “Wow,” she said. “Hope and love? So 
dramatic.” She eyed Thisbe, who had stopped clawing at the dragon and had given 
up once she realized who the note was from. But she couldn’t let on how 
devastating this was. She couldn’t show that she cared the Revinir was reading 
anything anyone sent her, because that could give away her secret. Thisbe had to 
act like she'd abandoned everyone in her past life and that this was easy to explain 
away. The young mage stood tall and narrowed her eyes. Sure, the words from 
Rohan had hit her hard, and she could almost hear the disappointment and shock 
in Rohan’s voice. She could fall apart later. But now she had a job to do. 

The Revinir moved around Thisbe, studying her closely and trying to get some 
sense on how the girl was handling this note. Was she moved by it at all? Or had 
she been playing Rohan all along like she’d played her sister? It was impossible to 
tell with Thisbe, which frustrated her, but at the same time, it was the thing she 
most admired. 

The dragon-woman read the note again. “Poor Rohan,” she said bitingly. “You’ve 
devastated your dearest friend. How does that make you feel, Thisbe?” 

Thisbe stared straight ahead, fixing her gaze on a large plant that rested on a 
bejeweled table in the corner. How did it make her feel? Horrible. Awful. Terrible. 
Like giving up. It made her feel like running away. Like abandoning the plan. Like 
going in search of Rohan and telling him everything. It made her feel like her chest 
had been ripped open and her heart sliced by those awful curling claws. It made her 
want to crumple up in a ball on the floor and die. 

She didn’t look at the Revinir. Her eyes didn’t weep, and her voice didn’t waver. 
She just stared at the plant on the table. “How does it make me feel?” she said, 
hearing the pride swell up, though she felt none of it. “Of course I’m sad my friend 
doesn’t understand. But his love guarantees he'll be on my side eventually.” She 
turned to look at the Revinir with a gleam in her eye. “Our side, that is. So 
everything is falling into place.” 





Horence, Simber, the two ghost dragons, and all of the humans exploded out of the 
first portal and landed in the crater lake in Grimere. Simber and the dragons 
plucked the humans out of the water and brought them to the narrow path on the 
shore to collect themselves. It was a bittersweet moment for Rohan and Sky— 
they’d spent a lot of time here with Thisbe. But they were glad they weren’t staying. 

The team was much closer to their destination now, but the skies overhead were 
filled with dragons in flight. Some of the dragons were watching them. “This isn’t 
good,” Maiven said, wringing the water out of her braid. “The dragons are 
everywhere. I’m sure they've already gone to tell the Revinir about our arrival.” 

Rohan’s expression was slack, and his eyes were half-dead. He didn’t care about 
the dragons. He could hardly muster up a sense of guilt for employing the send 
spell to Thisbe. He hoped it didn’t cause a problem, but really... Thisbe was the one 
causing all of the problems right now. So he didn’t feel too bad about it. “We're 
doomed anyway,” he said to Maiven. “It doesn’t matter.” 

“Stop that,” said Maiven, harsher than she'd intended. 

But her tone seemed to penetrate Rohan’s funk, for his eyes focused on her. “If 
the simplest explanation is usually the correct one, and if what Fifer is saying is 
true, then Thisbe really has joined the Revinir and we've lost her forever... and 
possibly our future, too. And if Fifer is being manipulated by the Revinir, we're all 
heading for a huge amount of trouble. There’s no good side to any of this.” 

Carina spoke up. “You've left out the possibility that Fifer is lying of her own 
accord.” 


Seth looked up. 

Simber growled. “She wouldn’t do that.” 

Carina lifted her chin. “I know it’s hard to hear, and I know she’s not known for 
lying. But I’m just laying out all of the possibilities,” she said. “We would be foolish 
not to consider everything.” 

Simber nodded. “That’s fairrr. I apologize.” He turned away. “I still think she 
wouldn’t do it,” he mumbled. Carina let it go. 

“She would lie for Thisbe,” Seth said quietly. 

Carina glanced sharply at her son. “Do you think that’s what she’s doing now?” 
she asked. “If so, why? She’s not making Thisbe look very good.” 

“I don’t know. Maybe they’re plotting... something. Together. It wouldn't be the 
first time.” 

Carina frowned, thinking about the notes Fifer had sent. “If they are, I can’t 
imagine what it could be.” 

Rohan glanced over. “Do you mean plotting together against the Revinir? 
Without telling us?” 

Seth nodded. “Yeah,” he said, though nothing made sense. 

“I... still don’t see it,” said Carina. 

“No,” said Rohan sadly after a minute. “Carina’s right. They wouldn’t do that 
without telling us. Why would they lie about it when we could help them carry it 
out? It doesn’t make sense. Nothing does.” 

Seth sighed. “I know. I’ve just—I’'ve known Thisbe and Fifer almost my whole 
life. Theyre my best friends. I guess I’m looking for any reason to believe that 
something other than what Fifer wrote is happening. I was... grasping.” He shook 
his head. Ishibashi was right. The simplest explanation was probably the correct 
one—that Fifer was telling the truth. And Thisbe had turned her back on all of 
them. 


»» « « 


After Maiven gave Florence a quick tutorial on where they were, Florence called for 
everyone’s attention. The ghost dragons hovered above her, for there was no place 
onshore large enough for them to land between the lake and the mountain that rose 
up sharply. Florence worriedly eyed the mind-controlled dragons overhead. And 
she still hadn’t decided what to think about Fifer’s most recent message telling 


them not to come to her. Was it a trick? Everything that was happening seemed 
suspect, and there was no telling what was the truth. 

The warrior trainer knew she had a lot of great minds in front of her, though. 
She recapped the situation and reread Fifer’s messages to them. “Now that we've 
had some time to mull this over, what do you make of it?” she asked. “Who thinks 
we should continue to Ashguard’s palace?” 

About half of them raised their hands. 

“And the rest think we should follow Fifer’s order to go to the cavelands? 
Anyone else have an alternate idea?” 

Aaron, who hadn’t raised his hand at either suggestion, asked to see the thread of 
messages. He read each one carefully, looking for hidden clues that would indicate 
that Fifer was being coerced, but nothing jumped out at him. “My gut says we do 
what Fifer says.” Like Rohan, his voice was dull. The truth of what Ishibashi had 
said earlier was starting to sink in. And he still felt strange about it. Like maybe he 
wasn't the only evil one in the family. And that thought didn’t give him any 
comfort. Had his past influenced Thisbe in some way? 

“Mine says we go to the palace,” said Carina. 

“I also think we should follow Fifer’s command,” said Ishibashi. “Go to the 
cavelands.” 

Sky spoke up. “How about we go to the cavelands to set up camp, and then send 
a small team in the morning to do a flyover of Ashguard’s palace and check things 
out?” 

Florence nodded. “That sounds like the best plan so far. Gorgrun, is it possible 
for the dragons to hurt you?” 

“It is not,” said Gorgrun. “We are more ghost than dragon.” 

“But you cannot harm them, either, correct?” 

“Under the Revinir’s spell, they act like enemies, but they are the future of our 
land. You are correct: We cannot harm them. But we can do our best to protect you 
from them should the need arise.” 

“That’s what I figured,” said Florence. “So you'll at least give us a safe ride 
overhead, won't you?” 

“Absolutely,” said Gorgrun. “Perhaps they will hold their fire and listen to us. 
Though, if I recall, we have not found that to be promising with other dragons 
under the Revinir’s mind control. If they have been given commands, they will 
follow through.” 


“It’s a start,” Florence said, looking at Simber. “Do you agree?” 


“I do,” said Simber. He looked at Maiven and Rohan. “And you?” 

Rohan’s face was haggard. He seemed startled to be asked, even though he’d been 
a part of the conversations all along. “I... have no opinion,” he said. 

Maiven pocketed his bent arm inside her own. “We defer to you,” she said to 
Simber and Florence. “You know the twins better than we do.” She glanced at 
Rohan. “Or so it seems.” 

Florence and Maiven exchanged a pained look. Rohan was taking this news 
harder than anyone else—not that the others were glossing over its severity. The 
confusion of it all kept hope alive for most, but it only seemed to drag Rohan down 
even farther. 

“Let’s go with Sky’s option, then,” said Florence. “Everybody back on your 
dragons. We're heading for the cavelands.” 

As she spoke, a dark purple dragon swooped low overhead. Most of the people 
ducked, but Simber saw who it was. “It’s Drrrock,” he said. 

“Is he under the Revinir’s mind control?” Florence asked, peering up at the 
creature. 

“He’s too farrr away to tell,” said Simber. “Let’s see what happens when we lift 
off.” 

The ghost dragons landed in the shallow water, and everyone boarded them. 
Then they and Simber took off, trying to steer clear of the other dragons, which 
continued to fill the skies all around Dragonsmarche. 

“They're like vultures waiting for roadkill,” said Sky. 

“I think we're the roadkill,” Aaron muttered. 


»»Y» «EC 


Gorgrun and Quince dodged and weaved between the mind-controlled dragons as 
they headed for their homeland. Simber kept Drock in his sights, which wasn’t too 
difficult, because the dragon seemed to be staying fairly close without looking like 
he was traveling with them. 

Florence had something else on her mind. She turned to Rohan. “I see how glum 
this has made you,” she said. 

Rohan tried and failed to smile. “I can’t deny that.” 

“It’s very serious,” said Florence. “But until we know the truth, there’s no sense 
giving up on the world over it.” 

“If Pm being honest, it’s very hard for me to think that way at this point.” 


“What helps me is to remember that Fifer and Thisbe are incredible mages,” said 
Florence. “They are smart and bold and brave. Perhaps there will be some surprises 
coming our way.” 

Rohan looked up, horrified. “More surprises? I don’t know if I can take any 
more.” 

Aaron, who'd been uncharacteristically quiet recently, was listening in. He 
caught Rohan’s eye. “If it’s any solace,” he said, “people can come back from grave 
mistakes.” 

Florence nodded. “All is not lost,” she said. “No matter what.” 

Rohan studied Aaron. He’d heard the whole story of Aaron’s past by now. “Do 
you put any stock in the dragon-detected levels of good and evil?” 

Aaron was thoughtful. “I don’t have enough information to go on. I only know 
that the dragons believe Fifer is more good than evil, Thisbe more evil than good, 
and Dev is exactly half and half” 

“I am more good than evil,” Rohan said. “And what about you?” 

“I don’t have a clue,” said Aaron. 

Florence frowned, as if she detected where the conversation would land. 

Rohan rolled a question around in his mind. He knew asking it would be terribly 
rude and possibly hurtful. But he was completely out of sorts and desperate for 
answers. So he plowed ahead, hoping he could make amends later if necessary. 
“Aaron,” he said. “Thisbe is thirteen. How old were you when you started down 
your... evil path? When you killed Mr. Today?” 

Florence’s jaw slacked. “Rohan...,” she said softly. “That’s not...” 

But Aaron saw the desperation in the boy’s eyes and held up his hand to stop 
Florence from chiding him. He understood more than anyone just how Rohan must 
be feeling. Aaron was not only desperate, but he’d started feeling responsible for 
Thisbe’s actions too. What if she was just like him? How could Aaron bear the 
shame of that? Seeing his own horrific choices and mistakes recurring like a 
reflection in a lake of oil? 

“I was thirteen,” he said. “Nearly fourteen. But that doesn’t mean anything. She’s 
not me.” 

Rohan closed his eyes. 

“I mean it, Rohan,” Aaron said, his voice catching with emotion. “Our 
upbringings were vastly different. She has everything good going for her.” 

“Except for things she can’t control,” said Rohan, opening his eyes. “Things... that 


might run in families.” 


Aaron understood what Rohan was implying. He didn’t blame the boy, who was 
only looking to make sense of something that was unfathomable. “I don’t know 
what to tell you.” 

Rohan couldn’t take any more. He thanked Aaron and apologized for the 
probing questions, then removed himself from the area, going to the back end of 
Gorgrun to be alone. 

Aaron let out a defeated sigh. Ten times the amount of guilt he'd had before 
rushed over him now. He wasn’t the only one wondering it. Thisbe seemed to be 
following in his way of life, and no one had seen it coming, not even him. It was a 
mistake that could cost Artimé more than they'd ever risked losing before. A 
mistake that could end the future of an entire land. 





On Tenterhooks 


late that night Fifer applied another layer of the magical salve to Dev’s burns and 
gave him another capsule to swallow. Florence hadn’t responded, which left Fifer 
stressed out and worried about what was happening. She didn’t want them coming 
here—the red dragons would likely destroy them as they'd destroyed Fifer’s birds. 

And she wasn’t sure what Florence was thinking. Was she buying Fifer’s story? 
Had Fifer and Thisbe misjudged how everyone would react to this plan? Feeling 
stressed out and unable to sleep, Fifer picked up one of Dev’s new weapons and a 
small chunk of the meteor they'd found in one of the tower stairwells. She brought 
them to the east window and used the stone to sand down the wood while she 
pondered and watched. 

Not to mention Fifer was suddenly weary of this place. How long would she be 
stuck here, especially if her Artiméan people couldn’t approach or attempt to 
rescue her, and the dragons were being hostile? Had Thisbe made it to the castle 
safely? How were things going for her? Was there any way Thisbe could 
communicate with Fifer so she and Dev would know what was happening? Did the 
Revinir buy Thisbe’s story? 

And now there was Dev, with his not-very-well-thought-out plan to penetrate 
the mind control and speak to the dragons... in their language. Which Dev didn’t 
know. What if Dev had said something really horrible or offensive in his roar? Sure, 
it got the red dragons to pay attention when they normally didn’t react to anything 
that was spoken to them by anyone other than the Revinir. But that was not the 
reaction Dev had been hoping for, nor expecting. 


They'd both seen Thisbe mount the dragon and speak to him... somehow. Did 
she have some dragon communication ability that no one knew about? More likely 
it had to do with the specific instructions the Revinir had given the red dragons. 
After all, the dragons most certainly weren’t given any pointers on what to do with 
Dev, since the Revinir thought he was dead. But it was easy to see the Revinir 
instructing them to take Thisbe to the castle if she asked them to. 

Fifer wondered if she would be able to get through to the dragons if she wanted 
to have them take her somewhere. Did they have instructions to listen to her, too? 
Was there any safe way out using that method? 

She shook her head. What was she thinking? She’d just witnessed Dev getting 
flambéed! She was not about to have the same thing happen to her—at least not 
until she knew what rules the dragons were following. 

Sitting down at the desk, Fifer took out a piece of paper and began to write 
down what she knew about the red dragons. 


1. Paid no attention when Dev and I spoke to them by river 

2. Totally listened when Thisbe roared at them, and did what she wanted them to do 
3. Torched my birds and hammock with no warning 

4. Burned Dev to a crisp when he tried to do what Thisbe did with the roaring 


As Fifer looked up to think about what else to write, she caught sight of 
something moving outside the window in the darkness. She got up and went to 
look. It was the remaining front dragon going toward the river, presumably to eat 
and drink. The dragons did this at some point each day, but Fifer had rarely caught 
them in the act because they usually did it during the night when she was asleep. 
But because the other front dragon was away, this move left that entire side of the 
property unguarded! 

Granted, if Fifer were to ever make a run for it, it would take about six gallops 
for a dragon to catch her. And there was no place to run to that would be safe. But 
knowing there was a tiny vulnerability here gave Fifer some hope. She had no idea 
what she might do with that information, but it seemed noteworthy. Perhaps it 
would allow for people to come in rather than for Fifer and Dev to escape. Which 
was also something they desperately needed, especially if the people coming in 
brought components. And maybe some food that wasn’t fish. 

The thought reminded Fifer that Florence still hadn’t replied to her latest send 
spell telling them not to come. Was Florence still thinking about how to answer 


that? Or had something happened to them? Fifer thought about how much time 
had passed since Florence had told them they were on their way. They must be 
taking the volcano network in order to get here by morning. 

A panicky thought struck Fifer. What if Fifer’s send spell had gone out when 
Florence was in the volcano system? Would the spell ever find her? That seemed 
like the one place Artime’s spells wouldn’t be able to penetrate on their own. But 
wouldn’t it find her once she exited? Or would it just be confused and give up? 

All the unanswered questions that flew around Fifer’s mind were making her 
weary. She checked on Dev again and found him resting as comfortably as possible. 
Fifer would give Florence until morning to reply, and if she didn’t, she’d have to use 
her last send component. Because the last thing Fifer wanted was to be responsible 
for the death of another Artiméan. And if there was any chance that Florence 
hadn’t received the instructions not to come here, and the whole team of them 
came barreling in to save their head mage and were attacked, Fifer would never be 


able to forgive herself. 
YP» «« 


She dozed for a few hours. When the sun streamed in and Dev stirred and sat up, 
Fifer startled awake. She applied one more dose of salve to Dev’s burns and moved 
to put away the healing kit in her robe pocket. When she slid it inside, it caught on 
something in its way. Fifer frowned and pulled the kit out, then reached inside to 
find out what was there. Her fingers found a small box wrapped in paper. She'd 
never seen it before. “What’s this?” she murmured. 





A Trial Period 


(he kenner had seemed. cautiously pleased with Thisbe’s response, and the two had 
parted ways for the night, agreeing tentatively to meet again in the morning for 
breakfast. Thisbe sent her servant to the sitting room to sleep and spent a wakeful 
night wrestling with how to play the next act. She knew the plan had been for Fifer 
to send for Florence on the morning after Thisbe left. So they probably weren’t 
here yet. Should Thisbe buy time to make sure the people of Artime could be in the 
area? Or jump right into the agreement, which would surely set off another round 
of problems that she would pretend not to expect? All she knew was that she'd 
been enjoying playing this part. 

By morning, in the magical moment between asleep and awake, Thisbe had a 
good feeling about what to do. Her instincts had been on so far. And even with 
Rohan throwing a wrench into things, it had ended up working in her favor. The 
Revinir had seemed to believe Thisbe even more after seeing the message from 
Rohan. 

Her eyes flew open, and her stomach pinched. Rohan. Thisbe’s heart ached. He 
must be falling apart—he’d said as much. But she could picture the pain in his eyes. 
It was a desolate feeling, as if all of their deep connections, their soul-binding 
companionship, had gone down the drain. All for the singular reason of Thisbe 
trying to get close enough to the monster to do away with her. It had to happen 
soon. 

She went to the ballroom for breakfast. The Revinir was there with her servants. 
Was the dragon-woman ever alone in this place? It didn’t seem so. Which wasn’t 


good for Thisbe, but she didn’t let on. Instead she walked with confidence and 
surveyed the large amounts of food on the table. Apparently the Revinir still 
preferred to eat at a table like a human, despite the fact that she was almost all 
dragon by now. Her curled talons clinked the china plates as she shoveled great 
amounts of food into her toothy maw. 

“Hope you saved some for me,” Thisbe said. “We have a big day ahead of us.” 

The Revinir growled like a wild animal and ate like one too, which was a bit 
unsettling. And while the dragon-woman was half the size of an average dragon 
and tiny compared to a ghost dragon, she could still be extremely ferocious, and 
Thisbe didn’t want to ever find herself too close to her chompers. She sat down 
near the foot of the long table, within reach of a large tray of crispy bacon, and 
helped herself. 

The Revinir took a cloth napkin and wiped her mouth. “We'll meet at noon to 
declare our partnership,” she said. “Once that’s in place, we can talk about your 
request.” 

Thisbe laughed. “Um, no. That’s not how this is going to work. I want a trial 
period of a week to make sure you treat me right. And if you don’t, I’m not 
declaring anything.” 

“A week!” said the Revinir, lifting her head and straightening her neck to its full 
height. “Not a chance.” 

Thisbe paused, holding a slice of bacon in midair. She turned sharply to her 
servant. “Will you pack my bag, please? I'll be leaving right after I finish my meal.” 
She glanced at the Revinir, who was seething, then added, “I may as well fill my 
stomach first. I’m a very hungry girl.” 

“I can stop you from leaving at any time,” said the Revinir. Flames curled up 
around her jowls. 

“I know you can,” said Thisbe. “But we both know that would be a terrible idea. 
That would seal the deal for me to never work with you. I know you're used to 
getting your way, which is why this is all so aggravating for you. But think about 
what you really want, Emma. What have you wanted from me since we first met? 
You had a plan, and you went for it. You knew you couldn’t ever be a true human 
ruler of the land of the dragons. Even if you'd somehow colored your eyes to black, 
you knew that you didn’t have the right genealogy to take that position. So what 
did you do? You turned yourself into a dragon.” Thisbe paused for effect. “A 
dragon! Who does that? It’s totally bonkers.” 

The Revinir narrowed her eyes. “Where are you going with this? And stop calling 


me Emma.” 

Thisbe went on as if she hadn’t heard. “All you needed was a true black-eyed 
person, descending from one of the two original ruling families, to throw their 
support behind you. And what do you know? You found one. Here I am. And after 
all of that effort—and to be honest, Emma, I think you're stuck as a dragon for the 
long haul once you committed—after all of that, you are willing to let me walk out 
of here because I want a week and your word not to harm people in a totally 
different world? Honestly, after the way you've acted toward me, it seems fair to 
want to make sure you're not going to treat me like dirt in our very crucial 
partnership. A week is barely enough. Maybe we should do two. Unless you're ready 
to grant my request? I'd be ready to go forward with everything if you simply agree 
to that.” 

The Revinir was still seething, but some of what Thisbe said was making sense. 
It did seem silly to let this whole thing fall apart for that. She wasn’t about to make 
the promise about the seven islands, but she supposed she could give Thisbe a few 
days to settle in. After all, the Revinir really did need a partner. And... she realized 
she wanted one too. She’d been alone in leadership her whole life. Having someone 
smart like Thisbe around seemed so refreshing. “I'll give you two days,” she said. 

“A week,” said Thisbe firmly. 

“Fine. Let’s take it a few days at a time and reevaluate.” 

Thisbe sighed dramatically. But that was all she really wanted. “All right. If you 
haven’t driven me out of here in a few days, we'll reconnect about that condition 
and move forward with our plans.” 

Thisbe’s servant returned to the ballroom carrying Thisbe’s rucksack and 
canteen. “Oh! Thank you, good person,” Thisbe said. “I won't be needing these quite 
yet after all. But I can take them from here. I’m going on a walk anyway. It’s such a 
beautiful day. And I’ve never seen the grounds without being on the run from some 
dictator or other.” She wiped her mouth and tossed her napkin on the table. 

“Your servant will go with you,” said the Revinir icily. “You don’t trust me, and I 
don’t trust you. That’s final. There will be no arguing.” 

Thisbe wrinkled her nose. That wasn’t the answer she wanted. But maybe she 
could work around it. And she knew how to give a little too. “Ask her what her 
name is,” said Thisbe impatiently. “Then TIl happily give her some time off work to 
explore the waterfall and lounge on the hills with me.” 

And, Thisbe thought, figure out a way to give Fifer an update... and maybe even 
reply to Rohan. There was a good chance that finding the right words to say to him 


would break her heart. 





Puzzling Developments 


Fifer unfolded the paper around the small cube that she’d found in her robe pocket 
and soon recognized it as a long note written in Thisbe’s hand. The box rolled onto 
the floor next to Fifer. As she read the note, her eyes widened. She stared at the 
paper. And then she reached for the box and, with trembling fingers, picked it up 
and examined it from all sides, seeing the small, innocent-looking pebble inside. 
Carefully she tucked the cube into her component vest’s inner pocket for 
safekeeping as Thisbe had suggested in the note. Then Fifer read the paper again, 
scrutinizing it to make sure she understood everything, from how to get the box 
open to how the spell worked. 

Thisbe had done a good job explaining it. And Fifer had read about the 
obliterate component that Alex had used long ago and vowed never to re-create 
because it was so dangerous. Now here was Fifer, holding one close to her heart. It 
was a bit unnerving, and Fifer wasn’t sure she'd ever feel okay using it. But Thisbe 
had been very unselfish and possibly even reckless in giving it to her. Fifer would 
honor the gift. 

“What is that?” Dev asked, looking at the back of the paper. 

“It’s a note from Thiz. I just found it.” She explained what it had been wrapped 
around. 

“Yikes,” said Dev. “That sounds dangerous.” 

“About as dangerous as messing with a dragon,” Fifer said, giving him a side eye. 

“Hey,” Dev replied sheepishly. “Have you heard from Florence?” 


“I was just about to use my last send spell to check in with her. I wish I didn’t 
have to, but she didn’t reply.” 

“No sign of them yet, I take it?” 

“Thankfully no.” She pulled her last send component out and wrote: 


Florence, 
I wanted to make sure you got my last instructions. If not, please do not come to 
Ashguard’s palace. There are three dragons here with large fire-breathing ranges, and 
they will attack. 

Please go to the cavelands until we figure out what to do. This is my last send 


component, so please reply if you can. I am alone. 
Fifer 


She looked at Dev and smiled. “I’m glad I’m not really alone. This is tolerable 
with you.” 

“Pm glad you're here too,” said Dev. He moved carefully and strained his neck 
trying to see his back. “I can’t believe how much better this is feeling. Your magic is 
powerful.” 

“All thanks to Henry.” Fifer sent the component and was surprised when she 
didn’t see it zoom out to the east. There was no sign of it from any of the three 
windows they could see out of. “It must have gone north,” said Fifer, running from 
window to window to make sure she didn’t miss it. 

“That would be the direction of the cavelands,” said Dev. “So that’s a good sign.” 
He looked around the library. “Where’s my shirt? Is it totally destroyed?” He was 
just glad his skirt hadn’t caught fire. That could have been embarrassing—once the 
pain went away, that was. 

“I had to cut it off you,” Fifer said, returning and sitting down next to him on the 
sofa. “I’m glad you don’t remember it. It was pretty horrible. You screamed a lot.” 

“I did?” Dev asked. “Yeah, that’s all a blur. I think I was in shock. Thanks... for 
taking care of me.” 

Fifer smiled. “I washed your other shirt. It’s probably dry by now. Hanging on 
the bannister.” She slid down and rested her head on the pillow, staying curled up 
so she didn’t accidentally bump Dev’s burns. “Tm going to take a nap. I didn’t sleep 
much last night. Wake me up if you need anything.” 

“Sure.” As Fifer closed her eyes and drifted off, Dev got up slowly. He stood for a 
moment, then tested how it felt to move. His wounds had been extensive, and 


without Fifer’s medicine he’d be in excruciating pain right now. Instead the pain 
was tolerable, and the wounds were scabbing over properly. He walked slowly over 
to the bannister to get his shirt, then eased it on, not sure he liked how it felt 
against his raw skin. 

Leaving it unbuttoned, Dev went toward the east window but paused in front of 
a book that was lying on the floor. He pushed it with his toe into the light and saw 
it was a book about dragons written in the ancient language. The cover illustration 
depicted humans slaying a dragon. Unable to bend too far without opening his 
wounds, Dev flipped the cover open with his foot and used his toes to turn the 
pages. He studied the drawings, noting the different weapons that the people 
carried. With the right kind of wood and a bit of metal, Dev could carve most of 
them. He already had a good start on a few. 

Inexplicably the image of the gray-haired man returned to his mind, and that 
made him think of the drawings he’d found, especially the one of the girl in the 
orchard. He went over to the desk and found the book that he’d slipped that 
picture into so many weeks ago, and he pulled it out. 

The sight of it struck him hard in the chest, and he knew suddenly why the girl 
looked so familiar. She resembled one of the other black-eyed slaves, whose name 
Dev had never learned because they'd been under the Revinir’s mind control almost 
the whole time hed worked in the catacombs. But he’d seen her in the hallways 
when he’d first gotten sent down there. He was sure of it. 

He looked back down at the drawing. When had this been done? The edges were 
battered, and the image was yellowed with age. It couldn’t have been just a handful 
of years ago—it had to be much longer than that. So did that make this someone’s 
mother? Maybe Fifer would see the resemblance too, and know the name of the girl 
from the catacombs. 

Dev felt a surge of hope, like he’d found a way to reunite the girl with someone, 
even though it was only a portrait. It was better than nothing. But his heart crashed 
just as quickly when he realized that if the drawing was of the girl’s mother, it 
couldn’t be his mother. And maybe that meant that this palace belonged to the 
girl... and not to him. 





News From a Friend 


Florence had a lot on her mind. Getting two ghost dragons, a flying cheetah, and a 
group of humans here was a great deal to tackle, what with the volcano network 
and all the flying in a strange land she’d never been to before. Then there was 
Thisbe to worry about. She’d been trying to stay calm about everything, to be the 
voice of reason, but this was a huge problem that she didn’t know how to solve. 
And with that problem came intense heartbreak all around—including her own. 
But she couldn’t dwell on it because she was leading this crew. And then Drock had 
shown up, staying close as they traveled but trying not to appear so. Was he under 
the Revinir’s mind control or not? That had given Florence one more thing to 
address. Luckily, Simber soon found Drock to be of his own mind. 

When Fifer’s send component showed up in the cavelands, Simber and Drock 
were on the ground talking and Florence was in the midst of assigning everyone 
caves to settle into until further notice. Ghost dragons roamed around asking 
repetitive questions and making everything just a little more difficult, and Florence 
was eager to get back on Gorgrun, fly over to Ashguard’s palace, and figure this 
whole mess out. 

Florence opened the message and read it, and realized she’d never responded to 
the head mage to let her know that they were indeed going to camp out at the 
cavelands as commanded... for the moment, at least. So she hastily wrote back: 


Fifer, 


Were in the cavelands as you suggested. I’m coming to you later today on a ghost 
dragon to do a flyover and drop supplies. We'll stay high in the air unless it looks safe 
to land. Don’t worry—those dragons can’t hurt us. Anxiously awaiting further 
instructions on how to get you out of there so we can find Thisbe. 

Florence 


She sent it off, then shouted out a couple of orders and went over to greet Drock. 
“It’s good to see you,” Florence said warmly to the dark purple dragon. “You've 
managed to keep yourself from succumbing to the Revinir’s roar. That’s quite a 
feat. Watching all of these dragons fly around aimlessly is quite a sad sight.” She 
patted Drock’s side. “How are you, old friend?” 

Drock’s expression was as desolate as the cavelands. “I’m losing hope, Florence. 
How are you?” 

The dragon’s words cut deep. And even though Florence was energized and eager 
to help the people of Grimere, she thought she understood how bleak things must 
look from Drock’s perspective. He was the only dragon that had retained control of 
his own mind, and it had been this way for months. His mother, Pan, and his four 
siblings didn’t acknowledge him or even seem to know him. There was no one to 
talk to except the ghost dragons, and Drock couldn’t stay in the cavelands for long 
without being missed. “I’m sorry,” Florence said. “You must feel terribly alone.” 

“It’s true,” said Drock. “I was pleased to notice your party shortly after your 
arrival. Though I’m sure the Revinir has received word by now that you're here.” 

“Unfortunately that couldn’t be helped,” said Florence. “There was no way to 
hide being spewed from a volcano. Even if the ghost dragons had used their 
cloudlike hiding features, they wouldn't have been able to hide Simber or me. And 
it was too late—we were noticed from the moment we entered the area.” 

“She’s likely been expecting you for some time,” said Drock. He looked around 
the cavelands as if searching for someone but didn’t seem to locate them. 

At the same time, Rohan and Maiven approached the small group. They greeted 
Drock, and Rohan blurted out, “Is it true about Thisbe?” 

Drock bowed his head. “I saw one of the red dragons drop her at the castle. She 
went inside. That’s all I know.” He hesitated. “It doesn’t look promising.” 

Florence and Simber exchanged a glance while Rohan stared numbly ahead. 
“Thank you,” he said quietly. 


“So Fiferrr’s message was accurrrate,” said Simber. “As I thought.” 


“Is there any way you can find out what’s happening with her?” Florence asked 
Drock. 

“I was on my way back to the castle to see if I could circle around and eavesdrop 
when I saw your party arrive. And since I'm here now, there’s... someone I need to 
check on. But I'll go back to the castle soon and see what I can discover.” 

“Tm going with you,” said Rohan. 

“No, you'rrre not,” said Simber sharply. 

Rohan was taken aback. “Why? Thisbe will listen to me. I need to speak with 
her.” 

“Rohan,” said Florence patiently. “I know you're not thinking clearly, but if you 
are seen, you'll be captured. Everyone at the castle knows you.” 

“Then TIl go at night on a ghost dragon,” he said. “We'll use the fog feature. I'll 
stay hidden.” 

Florence studied him. “That’s actually not a bad idea,” she said thoughtfully. “I'll 
think about it. But before I let you go anywhere, I need to see you put your feelings 
in a separate compartment for a little while and focus on what's right for our 
combined army.” 

“I can do that,” said Rohan, standing up straighter. 

“And speaking of our combined army,” Florence said, “Td like to hand over the 
leadership position to Maiven now that we are back in her land. Maiven, your word 
is law from this point forward.” 

“Thank you,” said Maiven with a little bow of her head. 

Florence shared her plan to do a flyover with Maiven and Drock. “It’s wise to use 
a ghost dragon,” Drock said. “Td take you myself, but Pm not sure what the red 
dragons have been ordered to do. They might attack me or any other regular 
dragon. At least if they do attack, a ghost dragon won’t suffer from it.” 

They dispersed to take care of their individual tasks: Maiven to address the 
people and give them an update, Drock to search the cavelands for Dev before 
heading to the castle, and Florence to prep for her trip and find a ghost dragon to 
take her to Ashguard’s palace. She wanted to get moving as quickly as possible to 
get an idea of what they were dealing with so they could start fixing things. Or, at 
least, that’s what she intended to do. But things weren’t going great for anyone 


lately. 





On Equal Ground 


Thisbe aad her mind-controlled servant, named Zel, strolled the grounds outside 
the castle. Thisbe asked the woman a few random questions, but Zel only 
responded to direct orders that seemed appropriate for a personal servant. So 
Thisbe soon gave up trying to chat, and they went in silence. Two dragons circled 
overhead, staying suspiciously close, which told Thisbe that the Revinir didn’t trust 
her. But they were making progress. 

That wasn’t on Thisbe’s mind right now, though. She needed to ditch Zel so she 
could send a message to Fifer without the Revinir finding out. And soon—she knew 
that Florence and the rest would be getting here anytime. They might even be here 
already. She didn’t want to put Fifer in a compromising position of having to 
explain to anyone else what an incoming send spell was all about. 

Thisbe had thought about sending it from her room when Zel left to run 
errands, but she had no idea what route the magical item would take as it traveled 
through rooms and down hallways. And her balcony had potential, but she worried 
about being seen by dragons or other servants. It was safer to send it out here if 
Thisbe could find a remote place out of sight, but only if Zel didn’t witness the act, 
for if the Revinir asked her about seeing Thisbe do anything suspicious, Zel would 
be compelled to tell her. 

She wandered to the immense waterfall with Zel on her tail. The water 
shimmered and pounded, making Thisbe’s chest vibrate. It was one of the first 
things she’d seen when she and Fifer and Seth had crossed over the gorge for the 


first time on Hux the ice blue. It was wide and powerful, falling off the cliff into 
the vast nothingness below. 

The image in her mind of her mother had given her a tiny glimpse of what this 
used to look like before the worlds separated. The gorge had once not existed, and 
this area had been part of the sea that led to the seven islands. Somewhere along 
here was where Thisbe’s mother had been abducted by pirates, who’d somehow 
gotten help from Rohan’s mother. 

Rohan. His name was on Thisbe’s lips in an instant, but she made no sound. She 
closed her eyes as her heart stabbed beat after beat inside her rib cage. How could 
she answer his message when she had no words? All she could do was hope he’d 
forgive her someday. She was keeping this secret for the purest of intentions, no 
matter how awful it made her look. She was protecting him and all the others from 
having to tell the truth to the Revinir if, somehow in this process, the dragon- 
woman managed to capture anyone and force them back into compliance. Like Zel, 
here. In her right mind, the young woman might be totally against the Revinir, but 
she could do nothing about it except report everything as she saw it back to the 
dragon-woman. It would be so easy to foil this entire slippery plan that Fifer had 
conjured up. Thisbe had to stay strong no matter what. 

But it was hard to do. It seemed like every minute there was a mental fight. A 
temptation to give in and give up. How bad could life be with the Revinir 
perpetually in charge? With mind-controlled dragons and humans ruling over 
everyone? Thisbe and Fifer and Dev and the rest of them could just retreat, and 
maybe start life over in Artimé. There was always room for more there. But no... 
the Revinir had promised to take over the seven islands next. There was no place 
safe from her—not even another world on the volcano network, because the 
dragon-woman knew how to use that system too. It was up to Thisbe to stop 
everything now, before it was too late. They'd already needed to concoct this 
dangerous plan just to get close enough to the dragon-woman to take her out. It 
was this... or surrender. And then what? Locked in the dungeon to ride out their 
lives until there were no more black-eyed people left? Or... worse? 

The thought brought fire to the back of Thisbe’s throat. Her scales rose, and 
smoke drifted out of her nostrils. If that happened, this beautiful land would never 
be the same. It would never again be ruled the way it was meant to be. The Revinir 
would be the sole leader. The dragons would never be free. And the ghost dragons 
would never be allowed to pass on to the next life. Everything would be so messed 


up and wrong. And if the Revinir got control of the seven islands, too, there would 
be no one left to oppose her. 

Thisbe walked close to the rushing waterfall and saw that there was a narrow 
ledge behind it. Her heart thumped, and her stomach churned. Her fear of heights 
was ever present, no matter how many times she was forced to deal with it. She 
grew dizzy just thinking about stepping onto the ledge and quickly retreated. “I 
need to sit down,” she told Zel, and stumbled ridiculously close to the edge of the 
world. Dropping to her hands and knees, Thisbe crawled to safety and found a 
shady group of trees to sit under. Zel followed diligently, seemingly unaffected by 
any fears. Thisbe shifted around the base of the grouping of trees, trying to 
partially shield herself from Zel. Maybe she could at least write a note and find a 
time to send it later. 

Zel stayed standing, staring off at nothing. One of the curving tree trunks 
partially obstructed her view of Thisbe. Thisbe quickly opened a send component 


and started writing: 


Fife, 

Its working. Declaring allegiance together in two days, then expecting the 
questions/confusion and hoping for a moment to do the deed. All my love to you and 
Dev, and please take care of Rohan when you see him—he’s falling apart. 


Thiz 


As Thisbe held the component and quickly scanned the words, her stomach was 
in knots. If anyone read this but Fifer, the jig would be up. And Thisbe’s life would 
be in danger. 

A shadow fell over the note, and Thisbe looked up. It was Zel, standing over her. 
“What are you doing?” asked Zel. She reached out for the component. 

Thisbe froze. If she sent it immediately, Zel would tell. What else could she do? 
She should never have attempted this! 

“Revinir will like to see this,” said Zel more firmly, placing her fingers on the end 
of the note. 

Thisbe panicked. Then the heat in her throat thickened, and she yanked the 
component away. She let out a blast of fire, incinerating the spell and sending the 
ashes to float on the air. 





Overnight Journey 


rock didn’t find Dev, but he found a ghost dragon named Astrid who looked 
familiar from the day Drock had brought Dev here. She seemed to have a faint 
recollection of a boy who'd stayed a night or two. After Drock described Dev, 
Astrid began to remember a little more, until she recalled a strange moment when 
she said Dev had tied a long braid of grass around her talon. She couldn’t remember 
why, though. 

“That’s strange,” said Drock. “Where did he get long grass around here?” The 
cavelands bordered a desert. The forest was beyond it, but not conveniently close 
to the area where the ghost dragons dwelled. 

Astrid squeezed her eyes shut, thinking hard. And then they flew open. “It wasn’t 
here!” she exclaimed. “It was by the palace! Yes! The Devastator—that’s what | 
called him. He’s at Ashguard’s palace. And he told me to tell some dragon named 
Drock to find him there.” 

“That would be me,” said Drock. “Many thanks, Astrid.” 

“The recent stuff is more difficult to remember,” said Astrid. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean things that just happened are impossible to recall. But I can tell you 
what happened forty years ago.” 

Drock smiled kindly. “Perhaps you could do that sometime.” 

Astrid looked at him. “Do what?” 

Drock’s smile didn’t fade, but he changed the subject. “I was wondering if you 
would like to take another trip to the palace to look for Dev. Our friend Florence 


needs a ride. She’s standing right over there, the tall black warrior statue. We want 
to give Gorgrun and Quince a little break after all the flying they’ve done lately.” 

“I would be delighted,” said Astrid. Together the two dragons walked over to 
where Florence was gathering up items to take with her. She had some ropes from 
their supply chest and a sturdy sack of components for Fifer, including plenty of 
send components so they could stay in touch without worry. Drock introduced 
Astrid and let Florence know that Dev had last been seen at the palace too. 

“That’s strange,” said Florence. “He’s not there now. Fifer said she was alone.” 

“Perhaps he’s hiding in the surrounding area if there are dragons there,” said 
Drock, looking worried. “I hope he’s all right. I told him to stay out of Grimere at 
all costs. The Revinir thinks she threw him out the tower window to his death, but 
I managed to grab him just in time.” 

Florence gazed at the adolescent dragon. “Youve turned into quite a hero, 
Drock,” she said. “We are grateful for all youre doing to help us. And we're eager to 
get your mother and siblings out of the Revinir’s grip.” 

Drock seemed uncomfortable yet pleased with the praise. “I want that too. 
Thank you. I'll be going now—I can’t stay away from Grimere for too long. Back to 
the castle. FII let you know if I find out anything.” 

“Maiven will be here awaiting news. Simber, too. I'll be gone for a day or so, but 
don’t be surprised if you see a ghost dragon in fog formation moving near the castle 
with a rider or two.” 

“TIl be on the lookout for an unusually low-flying cloud of fog,” Drock promised. 
With a good-bye to Astrid, the dark purple dragon took off and sailed low toward 
the forest beyond the strip of desert. 

Florence reintroduced herself to Astrid in case the ghost dragon had forgotten 
her and warned her that she was quite heavy. But Astrid didn’t seem troubled by it. 
“Do you know where Ashguard’s palace is?” Florence asked her, even though she 
knew Astrid had been there recently. 

“The palace,” said Astrid. “Oh yes. It’s a beautiful place. Red and purple and gold. 
It’s not far beyond that line of mountains. Would you like to go there?” 

“Indeed I would,” said Florence. 

“Then climb aboard.” Astrid dipped her wing and used her tail to help Florence 
climb on. When Florence was settled, Astrid turned to look at her. “Where to, 
madam?” 

Florence and Simber exchanged a smile and nodded their good-byes. “To 
Ashguard’s palace, if you please,” said Florence. “It’s just over those mountains.” To 


Simber she said, “I'll see you in a day or so.” She glanced at Rohan, who seemed to 
have pulled himself together a bit after the pep talk and was chatting with Seth 
while they ate dinner. “If Maiven sends Rohan to the castle, suggest someone go 
with him.” 

Simber nodded. “I will. Be carrreful.” 

“Count on it.” 

By the time they headed out, it was dark. Florence sent Fifer another message to 
let her know she was on the way and to expect her in the morning. And then she 


settled back for a long ride. 
PYK 


In the palace library, Dev began whittling a new long spear while Fifer paged 
through the book about killing dragons, looking at the drawings. They discussed 
what to tell Florence about preparing for an attack, since they hadn't heard any 
news from Thisbe. 

“Are you sure the dragons can’t hurt your warrior trainer?” Dev asked. 

“She’s carved from stone. Fire won’t hurt her. And she says the ghost dragons 
can’t get hurt. I'm not going to argue. Plus, she’s going to try to drop some 
components for me. When she gets closer, I'll tell her where to aim.” 

“She’s going to have to throw them from quite a height,” said Dev skeptically. 

“She’s got excellent aim. I’m not worried—wait'll you see her. You'll get what I 
mean. Besides, she can’t be hurt, remember?” 

“All right. If you say so.” Dev didn’t seem convinced, but he’d never met Florence 
before and had met only a few living statues in his life. “Why not have Simber 
come?” 

“Simber is susceptible to very hot fires. I’m guessing that’s why.” 

The most recent message from Florence came rushing up the stairwell. Fifer read 
it and looked up. “She'll be here in the morning. We should probably turn in. I 
could use some sleep. My nap ended too quickly.” 

“I guess that means I’m going to have to hide soon,” said Dev. “I'll sleep here 
tonight, but then TIl go to the alcove when Florence comes in case she gets a look 
inside the windows. I don’t want to take any chances.” 

“Okay,” said Fifer, feeling a bit melancholy at the thought. “And I’m glad you're 
feeling better... but please don’t try talking to the dragons again.” 


Dev put down the long spear he was carving. He wasn’t making any promises. As 
he made the rounds, checking the windows for unusual sights, he stopped at the 
east window. “Hmm,” he said. “The fourth red dragon is back.” 





Bombs Away 


Once Astrid the ghost dragon cleared the mountain range and the sky began to 
lighten, Florence strained to see the glorious palace Astrid had spoken about. She 
tried to imagine Fifer living alone in such a place. It seemed strange. 

“It won't be long now,” said Astrid. She sniffed the air. “I didn’t know that 
Ashguard kept dragons.” 

“The dragons are under the command of the Revinir,” Florence said for probably 
the eleventh time. “I’m pretty sure Ashguard isn’t there anymore.” Out of everyone, 
Florence knew the least about the history of this land, but she’d heard stories. “And 
from what Maiven Taveer told me, I don’t think the palace has been kept up.” 

“Oh, that’s right,” said Astrid. “You mentioned that once before.” 

Florence blinked. “Right.” A sliver of sun appeared to their left and Florence 
leaned forward, eager to see what they would be going up against. Astrid pointed 
out the forest and crater lake in the same direction as the sun and the deserted 
village with the palace straight ahead. It was surrounded by overgrowth and not 
easy to spot at first, but then Florence spied four red dots making a square on the 
ground. “Those red things are the dragons,” Florence told Astrid. “Can you get a 
sense of how big they are? Or... how combative?” 

Astrid was quiet for a long moment as she sampled the air. “They aren't large like 
ghost dragons,” she said. “Maybe half the size—average for adults. A bit larger than 
that dark purple friend of yours, I'd say.” 

“Anything else you can detect?” asked Florence, feeling relieved that the dragons 
weren't as enormous as Gorgrun and Quince. Though they were still dragons. But 


Florence was betting on the fact that these were no different from the ones that 
flew aimlessly through the skies under the Revinir’s mind control and would be 
somewhat oblivious to things. And even though they'd attacked Fifer’s birds, 
perhaps they'd just seen them as food rather than intruders. Neither Astrid nor 
Florence looked like food. 

“They seem docile,” said Astrid. “But that could change.” 

Florence quickly sent a message to alert Fifer that they were approaching. 
Minutes later she received a response to drop the supplies through a hole in the 
roof if possible—that way the dragons wouldn’t torch them. 

There was still something fishy about the way Fifer was behaving. Perhaps it was 
just communicating through messages that was hard to get used to. Not being able 
to hear Fifer’s voice or detect her tone made it difficult to tell how she was 
handling things. Her letters seemed quick and formal, and she didn’t give Florence 
a lot of detail. She also seemed very matter-of-fact in this odd situation, which is 
partly what made Florence suspicious that perhaps Fifer was being forced to write 
like that. She couldn’t tell what was up, and it was driving her crazy. 

Where are you in the palace? Florence wrote back, and watched where the 
component went. 

At the top of the center tower, inside the bulb, came the response. Her description of 
the building location matched what Florence could see. So at least that made sense. 

Florence studied the broken-down palace as they drew close. It looked 
abandoned and unsafe. Sure enough, there were two holes in the roof, close 
together. Maybe there was a way to get a peek inside. “Okay, Astrid,” said Florence. 
“Stay nice and high as we fly over the property. I don’t think the dragons will do 
anything since you're a dragon too, but we want to be very careful.” 

Astrid agreed and stayed aloft. Florence could see the red dragons on the ground 
standing up and craning their necks to see what was flying into the airspace above 
the palace. They began moving but stayed primarily in their corners. Florence 
looked down at the roof. It was too far below them to guarantee an accurate drop 
of the components into one of the holes—they looked like dots from this height. 
Astrid sailed across the property toward the orchard. One of the red dragons took 
flight, then circled and settled again. 

Astrid soared over the abandoned village and turned around. “Now what?” she 
asked. 

“Let’s return. A little lower.” 

Astrid flew back over the property, dropping slightly. Florence kept a close eye 


on the red dragons. They were definitely aware of the ghost dragon and her rider, 
but none of them seemed threatened enough to come for them. She took one of the 
ropes and tied the end around the sack of components. Perhaps lowering it would 
give it a better chance of hitting the right spot... and maybe Fifer could use the 
rope for something too. 

Florence peered back at the south window of the onion-bulb tower as they 
crossed the property line. Sure enough, there was Fifer, pressed against the pane, 
seemingly alone. Florence waved, and Fifer waved back. 

Once they made it without incident to the other side, Florence repeated the 
order, having Astrid drop a little farther and go a little slower. “I’m going to try to 
lower this sack of supplies through one of the holes in the roof,” she explained. “If I 
miss, it'll get stuck on the rooftop and won’t do anybody any good. So we need to 
get it right.” 

“I think we can make this happen,” said Astrid. “I’m not sensing any serious 
animosity toward me coming from below. Just a little prickliness.” 

“Great. Let’s get as close as you dare, then, and circle around the roof hole.” 

Astrid slowed her airspeed and dropped lower, doing her best to look casual 
about it to those below. Florence lay on her stomach across Astrid’s back, arms 
outstretched and letting down the rope with the sack of supplies. Astrid circled 
and Florence kept the rope dangling as she waited for the perfect moment to let go. 

Just as Florence was about to make the drop, movement at the back of the 
property caught her eye. One of the dragons had lifted off. It let out a roar and a 
blast of flames as it called to the other three. 

Astrid jerked upward and abandoned circling. Florence cringed, forced to make 
a split decision, and let go of the rope. She watched as it barely missed its mark and 
stuck on the roof. 

The other three dragons took flight and roared back to the first. They came 
straight for Astrid and Florence. “Hang on!” said Astrid. 

The warrior trainer scrambled to sit upright. She reached for her bow and 
nocked a magical arrow as the four red dragons came at them from all directions. 
“Go, Astrid!” Florence cried, then let the arrow fly at the nearest dragon. It missed 
and soared over its head. She pulled another out as Astrid flew jerkily, trying to 
find her best path to safety without running into one of the attackers. 

But the red dragons were faster. Florence aimed for the creature’s open mouth 
and let loose another arrow. This time it hit, flying straight up the nostril instead 


and disappearing. The dragon shrieked and roared. Then its eyes rolled back into 


its head and it started falling, spiraling all the way down and crushing one of the 
corner towers. The palace shook. 

Florence stared. She'd killed it with a direct hit up the nostril. Had it gone to its 
brain? Was that the secret? Was that the most vulnerable part of a dragon? “Move 
away from the palace!” Florence cried. She had to draw the dragons away from the 
structure so they didn’t accidentally crush Fifer if they went down. Astrid did her 
best as the dragons roared at them from three sides, now. Florence took aim again 
but held off releasing the arrow until the dragons weren't directly above the palace. 
Astrid darted upward with one of the dragons on her tail. Florence, trying to keep 
her aim steady, took the shot and nailed the second dragon in the same place. It fell 
much like the first, narrowly missing the palace and landing with a hard thud on 
the property below. 

The other two dragons were fully charged now, and they came after Astrid. One 
of them took the ghost dragon’s neck in its mouth and yanked her around while the 
other barreled for Florence. Before the warrior trainer could get off another fatal 
shot, the dragon plowed into her, knocking her off balance. Her bow went flying 
out of her hands and fell to the ground. Florence grabbed on to the red dragon’s 
face and pried its mouth open as its back end bucked. It roared, engulfing Florence 
in flames, but they only blinded her momentarily. 

Then the red dragon reached out with its front claws and tried to grab the stone 
warrior, but its claws merely left long, shallow scratches in her. Florence hung on to 
it, frustrating the beast. It swung around violently, nearly throwing Florence into 
the air. Quickly she let go of it and grabbed for Astrid, but her fingers grasped only 
the ethereal cloudiness of the ghost dragon’s body, and she started sliding. Astrid 
tried to help, but the second remaining dragon came roaring back and head-butted 
Florence off. 

With an angry yell, the Magical Warrior trainer dropped like a bomb to the 
ground and smashed into a hundred pieces. 





A Giant Puzzle 


Fifer gasped when she saw Florence hit the ground. “Oh my God!” 

Dev, who'd begun his careful but harried return from the alcove after witnessing 
the first red dragon hit the corner tower on its way down, came running into the 
library. “We need to take cover!” he cried. 

“But look!” said Fifer, pointing out the east window to the ground. She couldn’t 
bear to say Florence’s name. The warrior’s body had broken into chunks, and the 
impact had scattered the pieces over a wide swath of the yard like some horrifying 
art project gone wrong. None of the pieces moved. Nearby lay a writhing, dying red 
dragon. 

“Holy—” Dev began, then stared. “What happened? Is that Florence? Is she... 
dead?” 

Fifer gripped her head in shock. She’d never imagined anything more horrible 
than seeing the iconic Magical Warrior trainer and dear friend defeated and 
destroyed so violently. “I don’t know,” Fifer whispered. 

“We need to take cover,” Dev said again, more urgently. “The northwest tower is 
smashed to pieces.” When Fifer didn’t move, Dev grabbed her hand and pulled her 
to the stairwell. They went down a flight and crawled behind the stone and iron 
steps, hoping they were strong enough to protect them if anything else came 
slamming down from the sky. 

Through the tower window, Dev and Fifer could occasionally see the remaining 
two dragons swoop by, and then they caught sight of the ghost dragon who was 


trying to fight them, knowing she wasn’t allowed to kill them. “It’s Astrid!” Dev 
said. 

Fifer didn’t know Astrid, and she didn’t care about her either—not right now, 
anyway. Florence’s body was destroyed and scattered across the front lawn. The 
shock was so great that Fifer was having a hard time believing what she’d seen. 
Could Florence really be dead? The warrior trainer had said the dragons couldn’t 
hurt her. But she hadn’t anticipated this. 

“At least she got two of them,” Dev said. “She helped us a lot.” 

Fifer cringed and buried her face, not wanting to talk about anything like that. 
“This is horrifying,” she whispered. “Florence’s death is the end of Artimé. We're 
nothing without her.” 

Dev was taken aback. How could Fifer feel so strongly about a statue? And how 
could Florence be so important to Artimé when she hadn't even been a part of all 
of the rescues the Artiméans had done in the land of the dragons? But he could see 
Fifer was shocked and stunned. After a while, glancing helplessly her way, he said, 
“This has to end soon. Let me know if I can do anything to help you.” 


PPKK 


Eventually Astrid lost interest in fighting, or forgot what she was doing, and flew 
away alone. The two remaining red dragons landed, one at the front and one at the 
back of the property, apparently settling back in to work. When all had been quiet 
for some time, Fifer and Dev went downstairs to the courtyard and tentatively 
poked their heads out. From there they could see pieces of Florence’s body and one 
of the slain dragons. Fifer ventured outside a few more steps, not sure what to 
expect from the dragon guards at this point. She motioned for Dev to stay near the 
tower—she didn’t want him to get attacked in case the dragons were still riled up 
over him roaring. And she went alone to the yard to assess... well, everything. 

Fifer gripped her head, utterly blown away. Florence, broken into a hundred 
pieces, was even more tragic close up. She almost didn’t want to see how strange it 
looked for Florence’s head to be severed from her neck and split in two halves from 
her headpiece to her chin. She knelt. “Is there any way to fix this?” she murmured. 
Could she possibly bring the statue back to life again? If so, how? 

There was a time when Simber had completely disintegrated into a pile of sand, 
but Aaron had been able to bring him back. Panther had split in two, and Alex had 
brought her back. Not to mention all of the other less debilitating things that had 


happened to statues over the years. Even Florence had lost her lower legs once, but 
Ms. Octavia had been able to repair them, and the warrior woman had been as 
good as new. 

But this was a little different. Just looking at Florence’s broken head made it 
obvious that Florence wasn’t “alive” at the moment. Perhaps the trauma had been so 
great that it immediately put the statue in a resting state, as if the world had ended, 
until something could be done to fix her. Fifer had no clue how to do that. But 
maybe Aaron could tell her. 

Unfortunately, the two send spells that Fifer and Florence had sent back and 
forth were unusable for Aaron—try as she might, the spell had Florence’s name 
assigned to it, and that couldn’t be changed. Fifer looked around the grounds, 
wondering if Florence had been carrying the bag of spells when she got knocked 
down. She didn’t see it anywhere, though it was hard to find anything in the tall 
brush. If it wasn’t inside the palace, she’d have to comb the entire property in case 
it had fallen somewhere during the fight. Hopefully, one of the dead dragons hadn’t 
landed on it. 

That was another problem. What were they supposed to do with these slain 
dragons? Maybe Dev had ideas. But that was the least of her worries. Fifer looked 
over her shoulder and saw Dev inching his way across the pavers toward her. The 
living dragons didn’t seem to care a whit about him now. She motioned for him to 
come. 

“Is it very bad?” Dev asked. 

“Yes,” said Fifer. “It’s terrible. But there’s a chance I can restore her. When it first 
happened, | thought she was dead for good. But now that I’ve had a chance to 
think, I remember other statues being brought back through a specific kind of 
spell. Unfortunately, I don’t know how to do it. But I can find out, if we only had 
another send spell.” 

“Did Florence drop the sack of supplies?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“I can help look.” 

“I asked her to try to drop them through the roof holes. Do you want to start 
there?” 

Dev seemed relieved to do something. “Yes. I'll let you know if I find them.” 

“When youre done, come back down. I'll need some help dragging pieces of 
Florence to put her back together. She’s pretty heavy.” Fifer hesitated, noticing for 


the first time that Dev had his shirt on and buttoned today. “How are your burns 
feeling?” 

Dev nodded. “Much better. But TIl be careful.” He hesitated. “I hope she'll be 
okay.” 

“Me too.” Fifer pushed the two pieces of Florence’s head together, being careful 
not to pinch any grass in between them. She found smaller pieces of her head 
ornament and laid them in the places they needed to go. Florence’s arms and legs 
were all broken into multiple pieces. The quiver was miraculously in one piece, 
though the bow was hard to find, and the arrows were scattered about. The quiver 
was way too heavy for Fifer to lift alone. She peered inside and saw the spare robe 
tucked down inside, unharmed. 

The two dragons didn’t seem to have any problem with Florence now that she 
was broken into pieces and not moving. But what would they do if Fifer was able to 
bring her back to life? Would they attack her all over again? They'd have to cross 
that bridge when they came to it. But for now, there was no bringing her back to 
life if Fifer couldn’t figure out how to make all the pieces come back together. 

“Oh, Thisbe,” Fifer moaned as she trudged through the overgrowth carrying a 
hunk of Florence’s arm, “I really hope things are going better for you than they are 
for me.” 

Just then Dev emerged from the palace empty-handed. Fifer looked up 
expectantly, then deflated when she saw he hadn’t found the supplies. “No luck?” 
Fifer asked him. 

“I think I found the bag,” Dev said, “but I can’t reach it. There’s a rope that 
wasn't there before hanging down through the hole. It’s going to take a bit of work 
to get to it. But it’s something.” 

At least there was that. “Good,” said Fifer, glad that one thing was sort of going 
right. “Now, can you help me carry Florence’s bum over to the right place?” 





Making Big Plans 


After Thisbe had torched the send spell she’d written, she scrambled for an excuse 
to give Zel. “Oh, I didn’t actually write any words,” she explained, trying to sound 
scientific and boring. “I was just testing my magical... flint... pencil. And it works 
great. Now I can quickly make a fire in the apartment fireplace tonight.” 

It was a terrible excuse—Thisbe could make a fire quickly enough without 
needing flint, but Zel didn’t know that. In the end, it had been enough to calm Zel’s 
alarm and throw off the mind-controlled servant’s concerns. Unfortunately, 
knowing how closely Zel would be watching her now, Thisbe was too paranoid to 
try to send anything again. She imagined what could have happened if someone had 
intercepted what she’d written. Thankfully, Zel hadn’t had a chance to read it. 


DYKK 


Later Thisbe returned to the ballroom to meet with the Revinir, ready to nail down 
some details of their new partnership and solidify in the Revinir’s mind that she 
was truly on board with this plan. Getting the dragon-woman to trust her as much 
as possible was one of the most important goals Thisbe had. Perhaps she could lure 
her outside for a walk on the lawn without her entourage. Or somehow get her 
alone in a spot where no one else could be hurt if Thisbe used the obliterate spell 
on her. 

The Revinir turned when Thisbe entered, then invited her to step out on the 
balcony with her to overlook the castle grounds. The ballroom balcony faced the 


back side of the property opposite the drawbridge and long driveway, so there was 
no hustle and bustle, only a few guards patrolling the hills. From this height Thisbe 
could see the city of Grimere off to the right, with a big open square not far from 
the forest. “What do you expect will change when we are co-rulers?” Thisbe asked, 
trying to sound casual. 

“I thought you wanted to think it through,” the Revinir said sarcastically. 

‘Td like to know what to expect so that I can make my decision,” said Thisbe. 
“You’ve had all sorts of time to envision it, but I haven’t. What’s in it for me?” 

The Revinir shot Thisbe an approving glance. She continued to be surprised by 
the girl and appreciated her selfishness. To her, it was a sign of a good business 
partner. But she hadn’t seen this side of Thisbe before, so it was a bit suspect. 
Perhaps this was the true Thisbe coming out—her evil side—which she hadn't 
allowed to show before. If so, this was going to be a great situation. 

But the Revinir still had doubts, mainly because she couldn’t read Thisbe the 
way she could read all the other black-eyed children. Which made Thisbe even 
more of a delightful challenge, despite the suspicions that came with it. Thisbe was 
complex, like the Revinir. And the dragon-woman was cautiously optimistic that 
things would work out for the betterment of herself and her land. After all, it 
wasn’t called the land of the black-eyed rulers, now, was it? But that was a step that 
would come later. She needed Thisbe to think she’d be a full partner in order to 
announce their agreement, take official leadership, release the dragons from their 
mind control, and send the ghost dragons to their next life. Once that happened, 
the Revinir could slowly push Thisbe out. Or maybe even lock her up in the 
dungeon and conveniently forget about her. 

And while she needed at least a few of the black-eyed slaves as backup in case 
something happened to Thisbe, she didn’t need them all. Especially Fifer. Now that 
Thisbe was here and things were looking promising, she didn’t want Fifer showing 
up and wrecking it all. 

The Revinir frowned. Fifer hadn’t come after Thisbe. Was that bad? Or good? 
She hadn’t sent any notes like Rohan had done. The Revinir turned sharply, 
ignoring Thisbe’s question. “Why hasn't your sister tried to contact you with your 
little magical messages?” 

“Because she doesn’t have any,” said Thisbe. “You emptied our pockets on the 
ride over, remember? That was right before you dumped us through a roof. That 
wasn’t very nice, by the way.” 

“True,” said the Revinir. “You seem all right, though.” 


“I was lucky.” 

“What about Fifer?” asked the Revinir, looking sharply into Thisbe’s eyes. 

Thisbe wasn’t sure what the Revinir wanted to hear, but she went with her gut 
instinct, which seemed to be present whenever she was dealing with the dragon- 
woman. “She was hurt. But she'll live.” 

“Oh?” The Revinir turned away, hiding her expression. “How so?” 

“She broke her wrist,” said Thisbe truthfully, then embellished it. “And her 
ankle. She’s not very mobile, but I made sure she could crawl to the river before | 
left her there alone.” 

“The dragons will feed her if she gets desperate,” said the Revinir. “I instructed 
them to make sure you two didn’t die.” 

“That was kind of you,” said Thisbe, trying not to let her words drip with the 
sarcasm she felt. “It might have been nice to know.” 

“I couldn’t let you think I had a soft heart,” said the Revinir, and then she 
laughed. “Because I don’t. I just needed you.” 

“Tm well aware of that,” said Thisbe icily. “But as I said before, this partnership 
will be equal, or else ’'m not participating. I fear that will be hard for you after the 
way you've treated me. And that’s why I wanted a few extra days to see how you 
handle it.” 

“Tm treating you fine!” the Revinir said, growing indignant. “What more do you 
want?” 

“I want it to continue,” said Thisbe, lifting her chin. 

The Revinir averted her eyes. “It will.” 

Thisbe noticed. She crossed her arms. “You didn’t answer my question. What do 
you expect will change if we join together?” 

“You said ‘when’ before! Not f” 

Thisbe hid a smirk. This was all going too well. Could it possibly continue? 
“When, then,” said Thisbe amicably. “How do you envision it will all go down? I 
haven't heard the rules or history behind this type of rulership before.” 

“We just have to go together to publicly announce that we have agreed to co-lead 
the land of the dragons and restore the world to the way it was before the king and 
his people took over. One dragon and one black-eyed ruler. Then the ghost dragons 
will move on to their next lives, and the current dragons will be in power with me 
leading them.” 

“And the black-eyed rulers also leading,” Thisbe said. 

“Right. Obviously.” 


“Which means you'll stop enslaving them.” 

“Sure. I'll enslave other people instead.” 

“Um, no you won't.” 

“Whatever,” said the Revinir impatiently. “I see no harm in putting the king’s 
army to work. They never supported me.” 

“Us, you mean.” 

“Of course, us!” Fire shot from the Revinir’s mouth, and Thisbe had to duck to 
avoid being singed. 

“Watch it!” Thisbe warned, feeling her eyes spark and heat build in her throat. 


” 


“Tm sorry!” said the Revinir, not sounding sorry. She turned and went back into 
the ballroom, stomping as she went, which made the floor shake. 

Thisbe touched the obliterate component box through her vest. It was so 
tempting. But if she used it now, she’d definitely die right along with the Revinir— 
either from the blast or from the balcony crumbling and a big chunk of the castle 
being obliterated with her. 

“Let’s take a walk outside,” Thisbe suggested. 

The Revinir frowned. “Why?” 

Thisbe shrugged. “Because it’s beautiful out there.” 

“Go take a walk with Zel. I don’t like to be exposed. I prefer walls. To be honest, 
I miss being in the catacombs.” 

Thisbe’s heart sank. This was going to be more difficult than she thought. “I 
think part of this process has to be showing the people of Grimere that we are 
unified. We should be seen together so they get used to the idea.” 

The Revinir turned to Thisbe. “You don’t seem to understand that I don’t care 
about them.” 

Thisbe held back an exasperated sigh. “Of course. I keep forgetting.” 

“But you asked what’s in it for you. Power. You get to live here. And not be a 
slave.” 

“Generous,” said Thisbe. “But you know that’s not what I care about.” 

The Revinir moved slowly to the expanse of windows and looked out to the east 
at the gorge and the mist beyond it that hid the land of the seven islands from view. 
“And you can be assured that I won’t make the promise you're looking for.” 

Thisbe was quiet for a moment, dissecting every word the Revinir had just said. 
Was that a flat no? It seemed... intentionally vague. Which, in Thisbe’s mind, left 
the door open for the promise she wanted. Because just in case Thisbe wasn’t able 
to do away with the Revinir, she needed to be assured that her allies to the east 


wouldn’t be put in jeopardy. “All right,” said Thisbe carefully. “PIl wait until you 
change your mind.” 





In the Cavelands 


enako what e had done was starting to wear off, but the pain of 
betrayal was increasing for Rohan. Charged with nothing to do but wait for news 
upon Florence’s return, he tried to keep busy. Sky was compassionate, and the two 
ended up fishing together most of the morning. Maiven and Simber kept an eye on 
him too. And while there had been talk of a castle flyby on a ghost dragon, they 
wouldn’t do it until darkness fell. Simber wanted to put off those plans until 
Florence was back with information that could potentially give them insight, so the 
longer Florence was gone, the lower the chance of tonight being the night to make 
a move. 

It was excruciating, really. Whenever Rohan allowed himself to think about it, 
he felt sharp stabs of pain like shards of glass raking through him. As the day 
progressed, he began to scan the sky to the south, looking for Astrid and Florence, 
until he could hardly do anything else. 

Seth tried to help Rohan too, but to be honest, he was almost as out of sorts as 
Rohan. Thisbe had been one of his dearest friends since they were young, and he 
just couldn’t see her doing anything like this. Out of everyone, Seth felt most like 
something else had to be going on that none of them could understand quite yet. 
Maybe he believed that because it gave him comfort or lessened the pain. Or maybe 
it was because he’d witnessed firsthand how the twins worked when their backs 
were up against the wall. 

But inevitably, whispers about the levels of good and evil in a person began in 
earnest. Was there something to it? And was evilness genetic? Aaron kept to 


himself once he started hearing speculation from others about the very thing he’d 
been thinking about. He knew that what Thisbe had done wasn’t his fault. Yet he 
caught the glances, like always. His past followed him everywhere. There was no 
escaping it, and he accepted that he’d done something worthy of an infinite 
number of apologies. That was part of his punishment, in his eyes. There would 
never be a time when he'd be done apologizing... at least not as long as these people 
were alive. Maybe one day, when he was Ishibashi’s age and all the people 
surrounding him were new, he would be able to escape judgment. Believing he 
might be immortal because of the seaweed that Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato had given 
him to save his life years ago, Aaron was forced to think about that, as well. What 
was worse than living a life full of apologies? Watching everyone you loved die and 
never getting to do so yourself. 

A mood settled around him, bringing him way down. Not even Ishibashi could 
give him something good to ponder. Everyone was feeling it as they waited for 
Florence to return with something—anything—to soothe their worries. And Aaron 
had an increasingly bad feeling that what Florence was about to tell them wouldn't 
be good. 

When a dot appeared in the sky, the anticipation increased. When they realized 
Astrid was riderless, they were struck with fear. Was Florence okay? She had to be, 
Simber assured them. They began to speculate: Had Florence been able to land and 
see what was going on? Were the dragons as docile as they'd all hoped? Was she 
staying indefinitely? 

But then doubts crept in. Why hadn't she sent a message telling them what was 
up? Would she really delay the conversation half a day by sending a message with a 
forgetful ghost dragon? 

As the speculation turned dark, Aaron found Simber, and the two waited 
together, beginning to fear the worst. “This isn’t good,” Aaron said. 

“Something isn’t rrright,” Simber said. 

Finally Astrid landed. It took some coaxing to help her remember why she wasn’t 
carrying a rider. But then she did. 

“The red dragons attacked us,” Astrid recalled. “Florence slayed two of them. But 
the other two fought and dragged her off my back, and she fell a long distance to 
the ground. She broke into a thousand pieces. Maybe a million. She’s dead.” 

Simber gasped. Aaron, Maiven, Rohan, and the rest stared in disbelief. Florence 
dead? It couldn’t be possible! But imagining the warrior trainer falling from a great 
height was stomach-churning. Everyone began talking at once. 


“She’s not dead,” said Aaron firmly, above the noise. “I know how to fix her.” 

“You'rrre not going therrre,” said Simber. “It isn’t safe.” 

“Fifer can fix her, then. Why hasn’t she contacted us? Didn’t Florence drop the 
supplies?” He pulled out a send component and started writing. 

“She dropped them as the dragons attacked,” Astrid recalled. “I don’t think they 
hit their target, though.” 

“Tm sending instructions now,” said Aaron. “Good grief—I hope Fifer knows 
about the time we brought you back from a pile of sand, Sim.” 

“She knows,” said Seth. “We've read all the books. She'll think of it.” He was still 
horrified at the image of Florence breaking into a million pieces. How would Fifer 
put her back together? It would take forever! He hoped Astrid was exaggerating or 
remembering it wrong. 

Meanwhile Rohan was getting anxious. Surely they weren’t going to wait for 
Florence any longer in order to do a stealthy castle flyby. They needed to go now so 
they could travel both ways under the cover of darkness. 

Once Aaron sent his message to Fifer and things settled down, Rohan spoke to 
Maiven. “Td like to take a ghost dragon to the castle. Will you let me? Please, 
Grandmum... we have to do something.” 

Maiven nodded. “Oh yes, we do,” she said. She didn’t like waiting any more than 
anyone else. She called to Quince, who was camped nearby, and asked if he felt up 
to a nighttime mission. The ghost dragon was eager to help. 

Rohan ran to grab his rucksack and canteen. But before he returned to the 
dragon, he stopped to rummage through a small suitcase that the black-eyed 
children kept their extra things in and pulled out a few supplies. Then he went to 
Quince and climbed aboard. 

Maiven followed, grasping the dragon’s bony wings and climbing up after him. 

“What are you doing?” Rohan asked. 

The queen looked up. “It’s my castle,” she said. “Tm going with you.” She turned 
to Simber and Aaron. “We'll be back by daylight. Hopefully with answers.” 





Sticks and Stones 


Try as they might, Fifer and Dev couldn’t budge Florence’s left leg. It was mostly 
intact and had broken off at mid-thigh, which was great. But now that they had 
assembled the rest of the body puzzle fairly well, they didn’t want to have to move 
everything all again over to where the leg was. 

Fifer, sweating and breathing hard from the exertion, stood up straight to ease 
the strain on her back and took a moment to survey the situation and think about 
what to do. “It’s not going to happen. We'll have to leave it here. When I bring 
Florence back to life, I'll have her scoot down to the leg so we can reattach it then.” 

“Won't that hurt her?” said Dev. “Wow, she is huge.” He wiped his temples with 
the sleeve of the new shirt he’d found—a cool white linen blouse with a pattern of 
pale lavender flowers. While the burns on his back had healed enough to wear 
something over them, the work they'd been doing had broken the delicate skin in a 
few places, and small red splotches of blood stained a couple of spots between the 
flowers. He looked around, and the dead dragon nearby caught his eye. He gazed 
thoughtfully at it. 

“I don’t think moving will hurt her,” said Fifer. “She had her legs lopped off one 
time before when she was alive and it didn’t faze her.” She pulled out and reread 
the message Aaron had sent her about how to bring Florence back to life. It was a 
relief to know that Astrid had made it safely back to the Artiméans and had 
remembered enough to tell them what was going on. 

Aaron’s instructions on how he’d brought Simber back to life when he’d been a 
pile of sand didn’t quite match the situation with Florence, who was in chunks. But 


Fifer was the head mage of Artimé, and she’d find a way to adapt the spell. She 
didn’t want to send a reply to Aaron yet, though, because when she did, the 
instructions he’d written would go with it. She needed to memorize them. But now 
that Florence’s pieces were almost all reassembled on the lawn, she and Dev needed 
a break. “Let’s catch some fish. I haven’t eaten all day.” 

Dev nodded, but instead of going to the river, he went over to the slain dragon 
and peered up its nostril. He could see the end of Florence’s arrow way up there. 
Though Dev didn’t want to take any of Florence’s unused magical arrows that 
remained in her quiver or had been scattered about, he didn’t think she’d mind if 
he borrowed one that had already been shot. But that would mean he’d have to 
stick his arm far inside the dead dragon’s nose. The thought made him queasy, but 
he steeled himself for the task. “If you want to get fish, I'll try to collect the sack of 
spells. I’ve got an idea.” 

“Deal.” Fifer glanced worriedly at the bloody spots on Dev’s shirt. But she’d asked 
him multiple times if he was okay, and each time he blew off her concerns. He was 
going to do what he wanted to do, and Fifer would treat his new injuries tonight. 
They really did need those components. “Wait. What are you doing?” 

“Tm going to retrieve this arrow.” He took off his shirt and tossed it on the 
ground. 

“Oh, that is so disgusting. I’m out.” Shaking her head, Fifer went to the river. 

Dev reached into the dragon’s sticky nostril up to his shoulder. He gagged once 
reflexively, then closed his eyes and felt around. His fingers landed on the nock end 
of the arrow. He pinched it between his thumb and forefinger and tried to get a 
better grip to pull it, but his arm was in as far as it could go. Wiggling the arrow 
loosened it, and soon Dev could feel the point give a little. He climbed up on top of 
the dragon’s snout to get a better angle and shoved his arm in again, until the ridge 
of the nostril was touching his neck. He grasped the arrow in his hand and yanked 
it with all his might. 

With a gurgling slurp, the point of the arrow let loose from the dragon’s brain. 
Dev pulled the arrow out and scrambled away as gooey sludge rushed from the 
dragon’s nose. 

Trying not to think about what he’d just done, Dev grabbed his shirt with his 
clean hand and took the arrow to the river. “I got it,” he said to Fifer. 

Fifer choked at the stench and refused to look. “I can’t believe you did that! You 
know, Florence shot one arrow and missed. We could have looked for that in the 


yard.” 


“I still plan to,” said Dev, leaning so his whole arm submerged in the water. He 
scrubbed vigorously. “But I figured she could use that one again, and I didn’t want 
to ruin it.” 

Fifer dared a glance at Dev. He was clever. And he was also being really 
thoughtful and considerate regarding all of this. How had he ever been such an 
annoying jerk? He'd really changed a lot since their first meeting. While he had his 
shirt off, Fifer peeked at his wounds. The bleeding ones seemed minor, and she 
rested a little more easily. 

Once he and the arrow were clean, Dev put his shirt on and picked up the arrow. 
“If you hear any loud thumps or yelling, come rescue me,” he said with a little laugh. 

Fifer smiled and adjusted the net, seeing a plump fish heading her way. “You got 

it.” 
Dev headed for the storeroom off the courtyard, where he kept various things 
he’d found since he’d first arrived. On the way he practiced one of the magical 
spells Thisbe and Fifer had taught him in their time here—invisible hooks. Glad 
that he could still do it, he gathered boards and ropes and headed for the stairwell. 
Before going upstairs, he peered around the back of the steps. It was empty. 

The foxes hadn’t returned since the dragon fight. Dev hoped they weren’t too 
scared to come back, but those dragons lying dead on the ground were a pretty 
frightening sight. He wasn’t sure what to do about them. 

Dev climbed to the fifth floor, which was the top floor if you didn’t include the 
bulbs. It had the flat, rotted roof and ceiling that Fifer and Thisbe had fallen 
through when the Revinir had dropped them. Dev knew the floor was rotted too. 
Both girls had broken through that as well. So he had to be very careful to stay at 
the edges of the room, where the joists were the sturdiest. 

He eyed the length of rope that hung temptingly from the hole in the center of 
the roof. Then he placed two magical invisible hooks on the wall at about knee 
height and rested one of the boards across them, securing it to make a step. He 
placed two more and secured another board higher up the wall, and then did it a 
third time. After adding more hooks above the top step and placing Florence’s 
arrow across them to use as a handhold, he climbed up carrying the longest rope he 
had. Then he aimed for a spot at the wood ceiling about halfway between him and 
the hole, where the creeping rot didn’t appear to have reached yet. He placed a 
couple of hooks in that area, then took the long rope and made a loop in one end. 
He hung on to the arrow with one hand and, with the other, began to throw the 
rope like a lasso at the ceiling in an attempt to catch one of the hooks. 


After several tries, while Dev held on to the other end, the loop caught and hung 
there. 

He let out a breath. Not being able to see the hooks was unnerving. The rope 
appeared to be hanging suspended from nothing. And if the hook didn’t hold, Dev 
would go crashing down through multiple floors like Thisbe and Fifer had done. 

Standing on the top step, Dev tied a loop in the other end of the rope. He'd 
thought about wearing it around his chest to keep his arms free but knew that the 
rope could rip up the burns on his back, and that sounded awful. So he stuck one 
arm through it. 

After a few deep breaths to steady his nerves, Dev let go of Florence’s arrow and 
erabbed the rope tightly with both hands. He jumped, emitting a frightened shriek 
as he dropped. Then he swung wide out over the gaping hole in the floor and sailed 
up toward the hole in the ceiling. As he neared it, he reached out precariously for 
the rope. His fingers brushed it, but he couldn’t quite get it before the momentum 
switched. He began to spin slowly in the air as he swung back down and 
approached the makeshift wall steps. Trying to right himself, he kicked wildly and 
managed to push off the wall and build up speed. This time, when he neared 
Florence’s rope, he was just barely able to snatch the end of it. He pulled the sack 
through the ceiling, and it swung behind him. “Yes,” he whispered. 

When Dev neared the wall a second time, he jumped and grabbed for Florence’s 
arrow and the makeshift ladder. His fingers connected, but he fumbled and 
couldn’t hang on. With a wild yell he landed unceremoniously in a pile on the floor 
as the sack of spells slipped down the center hole. “Ack! No!” Dev lunged for the 
sack’s rope and got it just in time. The floor creaked and groaned beneath him. 

He lay on his stomach, heaving, still gripping the end of Florence’s rope. Then he 
slid backward across the floor as one might do when stuck on thin ice, trying to 
reach the shore. After a short distance Dev hit a soft patch. The floor began to 
groan and crack beneath him, and his body sank a few inches. Panicked, he quickly 
spread his arms and legs. He stayed as still as possible, praying he wouldn’t break 
through. After a long moment, he began moving again, sliding a little at a time. 
Eventually he reached his makeshift ladder. With a breath of relief, Dev held on to 
a hook and pulled himself to a sitting position. Slowly he reeled in the sack of 
supplies. 

Triumphant, Dev tied the supply sack around his hips. He released the hooks on 
the ceiling and retrieved the rope that hung from them, then unhooked Florence’s 
arrow and disassembled the ladder. As evening shadows fell over the palace, Dev 


carried his supplies carefully, staying along the edge of the floor, and made it to 
safety. 

Fifer came flying up the steps holding a flopping fish. “Dev!” she cried. “Are you 
all right?” 

Dev met her in the stairwell and gave her a quizzical look. “I’m fine,” he said, 
setting the boards and arrow down and holding out the bag of supplies. “Why?” 

Fifer’s lips parted, and she nearly dropped the fish. “1... | heard you yell. 1 thought 
something terrible had happened... again. I'm glad you're okay.” She went over to 
him and hesitated, then embraced him, the fish somehow getting caught up 
between them. 

Surprised by the move, Dev stood stiffly for an instant, then slid the fish out 
from between them and hugged her gently in return. “Nothing terrible happened,” 
he said softly. He closed his eyes and let his cheek rest against her hair, steeling 
himself for when she pulled away. 





Ghostly Fog 


Rohan and Maiven hid in the folds of Quince’s foggy shape. The ghost dragon 
appeared the same as always to them because they had black eyes, but they knew he 
was activating his hiding feature, which made him look to others like a thick spray 
of fog drifting through the air. As long as Rohan and Maiven stayed flat on the 
cloudlike back of the dragon and Quince kept his hiding feature activated, only 
black-eyed people could detect that anyone was there at all. 

They rounded the castle and discovered Drock sticking close to the back side of 
it, as if trying to get a look through the vast windows and balcony doors that lined 
the exterior of the guest-room wing. Quince floated over to Drock undetected. The 
dark purple dragon didn’t notice anything unusual until Rohan lifted his head. 

“Drock,” Rohan whispered. “It’s Rohan. Maiven and Quince are here with me. Do 
you have any information? What’s happening?” 

Drock seemed momentarily puzzled that he couldn’t see Quince at all but 
remembered what Maiven had told him in the cavelands and accepted the 
explanation. “That balcony, just there, leads to the ballroom, where the Revinir 
spends most of her time. Sometimes Thisbe goes out on the balcony with the 
Revinir. And I’ve finally figured out that Thisbe stays in this room over here. She 
has a private balcony too, but I haven't seen her use it yet.” 

Maiven sat up. She knew the castle well. “That was my dressing room long ago. 
Have you overheard anything?” 

Drock glanced around to make sure none of the mind-controlled dragons were 
noticing him. “I have,” he said grimly. “They've been making plans.” 


Rohan cringed. “What do you mean? What kind of plans?” 

“Plans to announce their partnership,” said Drock. “I’m... I’m so sorry. For you 
and for all of us.” 

Maiven seemed skeptical. “But they can’t officially take over just by announcing 
that,” she said. 

“I know,” said Drock. “But I also overheard the Revinir say something about how 
the other black-eyed people will be coming soon. | think she must know she needs 
them to vote for a leader.” 

“Maybe Thisbe is planning to convince us to vote her into the position of 
leadership,” said Maiven. She winced. She still had a hard time believing her 
beloved granddaughter had taken such a sharp turn like this. But the evidence was 
growing that Thisbe wasn’t as innocent as everyone had thought her to be. Perhaps 
her time in the catacombs had taken a much deeper toll on her psyche than anyone 
had realized. 

Rohan stared out toward the castle, wishing only to have a glance at Thisbe. 
He'd be able to tell from her eyes if she was truly with the Revinir. All signs 
pointed to it, but there was still a part of him that believed something else was 
factoring into this equation. He wondered if Seth had been onto something when 
he'd guessed that Fifer and Thisbe were plotting together. It still didn’t make sense, 
though. 

“I need to keep moving,” Drock said as other dragons got a bit too close for 
comfort. “Sometimes the two of them come out on the balcony at this time of 
night.” The queen and Rohan ducked back down as Drock continued on his aimless 
flight. 

“Let’s float closer,” Rohan directed Quince. 

“Closer to what?” asked the ghost dragon, who seemed to have forgotten his 
purpose for the moment. 

“To the castle,” Rohan said. 

“And... where is that?” asked the ghost dragon. 

“It’s that building,” said Rohan, trying to be patient. “Go toward that big 
balcony.” 

Quince spied the area and flew toward it. 

“Nice and slow,” Rohan said. “Remember, were being stealthy.” 

“Oh,” said Quince. “I’m glad you told me.” 

Rohan and Maiven exchanged a worried glance. As they drew close to the 
ballroom balcony, the doors swung open. The Revinir ducked her head and stepped 


out. Right behind her was Thisbe. 

“Don’t speak to them!” Rohan said in a harsh whisper to Quince. He was worried 
about everything now that they were within earshot of the two. He looked at 
Maiven. “Stay low,” he reminded her. 

“You too,” she whispered. 

Rohan lifted his head an inch, trying to catch the slightest glimpse of Thisbe 
without being seen. 

“My, the fog is thick tonight,” said the Revinir. “You know the old saying? A 
change in the weather brings plans together.” 

Thisbe didn’t smile. She’d seen Quince immediately. Her face went gray as she 
realized the Revinir couldn’t see him, and she deduced that Quince was floating 
outside in stealth mode. Was he alone? She couldn’t see anyone else just yet in the 
darkness. “I think you just made that up,” she said. 

Rohan’s eyes widened to hear her speak like that. 

The Revinir cackled uproariously, and Thisbe flashed an uneasy smile. Quince 
had to be here to eavesdrop, and Thisbe had to give him proof to take back with 
him. “Our plans will come together as soon as you agree to my stipulations,” she 
said. “I’m ready to proceed. I want to be your partner! But you're standing in your 
own way.” 

“Your demands are unreasonable,” the Revinir purred. 

“Everything about you is unreasonable,” Thisbe retorted. 

“But that’s why you like me,” the Revinir shot back. “You do like me now, don’t 
you? I can feel it—a bit of admiration, no?” 

“Oh,” said Thisbe, jamming her fists into her pants pockets, “oh, yes. Your 
intuition is strong—it always has been.” Thisbe abruptly turned. “Let’s go back 
inside. This... fog... is making my hair frizzy.” 

Rohan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Thisbe was complimenting the 
Revinir. The two had laughed like friends. Rohan knew that Thisbe was a good 
actor. But was she this good? And for what purpose? He was more confused than 
ever. And now she was leaving the balcony. Obviously she must have seen Quince 
since she had black eyes too. But was she trying to keep away from him? Rohan 
lifted his head another inch, and then another. 

The Revinir didn’t seem pleased about going in, and she stayed in place, 
blocking the doorway so Thisbe couldn’t get in either. Thisbe looked annoyed and 
nervous. She glanced at Quince and narrowed her eyes. 

The ghost dragon stared back, surprised, because this was the friend of the ghost 


dragons—they answered to her call. Didn’t she recognize him? Or couldn’t she see 
him in stealth mode? In his confusion, Quince’s body slowly materialized from the 
fog, revealing two human shapes on his back in the process. One of them slipped 
out of sight, but the other lifted his head. Light from the ballroom revealed Rohan’s 
face. 

Thisbe caught sight of him and gasped. The Revinir turned to look and gasped 
too. “That patch of fog—it was a ghost dragon in disguise? And Rohan! What is the 
meaning of this?” 

Maiven, who had slid to the far side of Quince, stayed hidden under the base of 
his wing. But Rohan was caught. He ducked down and muttered under his breath. 
He hadn’t realized Quince had returned to his normal form. 

The Revinir snarled. “Rohan!” she said again. “What do you think you're doing?” 

Thisbe didn’t know what to do except stay in character. “Get him!” she cried. 
“The little sneak!” 

The Revinir lunged over the railing and took flight. Before Quince could change 
course, she reached and grabbed Rohan by his shoulders and his rucksack. 

“Augh!” Rohan cried. He squirmed and whispered, “Don’t wait for me!” to 
Quince and Maiven over his shoulder. The Revinir yanked the young man over the 
balcony railing and into the ballroom. She dropped him to his feet and shoved him 
to the floor, spitting bits of fire everywhere in her anger. 

Thisbe’s heart split into a thousand pieces. Why did he have to do this? But she 
kept her face from showing any emotion. She steeled herself, then followed the 
Revinir and Rohan into the ballroom. Then she stared down at the person who 
completed her soul in every way. 

He saw her. “Thisbe,” he pleaded, shielding himself from the sparks and trying to 
crawl over to her. “What are you doing?” 

Thisbe didn’t answer. She averted her gaze, looking instead at the Revinir, who 
seemed to be watching Thisbe very carefully to see what she would do. “Amateur,” 
she said lightly to the dragon-woman, and laughed. “He’s harmless enough, isn’t he? 
More good than evil, you always said. What shall we do with him? Kick him out of 
here? I can’t imagine he'll come back. Will you, Rohan?” 

“I highly doubt it,” Rohan muttered. 

The Revinir’s concern melted from her face, and she laughed too. “We should at 
least offer him some tea before we decide. And,” she added in a darker voice, “find 
out what he knows about the locations and activities of the others. Keep an eye on 


” 


him. 


The Revinir called for hot water and went to the sideboard. She rummaged 
around in a cupboard, setting up tea for three. 

Thisbe was hardly able to function. She stood frozen. She couldn’t look at 
Rohan. 

He could have made a run for it. But Rohan stayed on the floor. “Thisbe,” he 
whispered. 

Thisbe’s bones melted. But somehow she remained strong. 

“Thisbe,” he whispered again. “You're breaking my heart, pria.” 

Thisbe felt a moan about to burst from her chest. But she stopped it with the fire 
in her throat. “Don’t speak to me,” she snapped, a bit harsher than she’d intended. 
But she had to show the Revinir that she was annoyed by his presence. 

Rohan’s mouth slacked. He could only stare. 

The Revinir brought the tray of tea to the table and commanded Thisbe and 
Rohan to join her. The two did as they were told. 

“Sugar for your tea?” the Revinir asked, poised, then dropped a cube in each cup 
without waiting for the answer and stirred them. She passed the cups out, then 
lifted hers to her lips and sipped. “Tell us where you’ve been, Rohan. What do you 
know?” 

“I know that Thisbe betrayed our people,” he said, tight-lipped. 

Thisbe’s brain was frozen. She shrugged, hardly able to feel the movement. She 
still couldn’t meet his gaze. “I’m doing what’s best for me,” she said. “You'll benefit 
in the long run, when you don’t have to fear being kept a slave anymore. I’m sorry if 
you can’t see that, but it’s obvious to me.” 

“Oh, Thisbe,” Rohan said. 

His voice dripped with disappointment so thick that Thisbe could hardly stand 
it. She lifted her cup and took a long sip, hardly able to taste anything but needing 
the distraction. What was she supposed to do now? What was the Revinir going to 
do to him? 

The Revinir kept a close eye on both of them, realizing that this was a pivotal 
moment in her ability to trust Thisbe as a partner. So far she was passing every test, 
and the Revinir was admiring her quite a lot. But there was one more test she 
needed to pass. 

“More sugar, Rohan?” the Revinir asked. “Too hot? Perhaps some cream?” 

Rohan’s eyes were crazy with emotion, and he could hardly think straight. “No,” 
he said dully, then sipped his tea, trying to buy time and figure out what was going 
to happen next. Imprisonment? 


The tea was soothing, and he drank the rest, worried that in the dungeon he 
might not get a meal for a while. A strange warm feeling came over him. When he 
set his cup down it bobbled in the saucer, and the table wavered in front of him. 
He sank back in the chair. 

Thisbe looked up at the sound and saw the Revinir staring intently at Rohan 
with a small smile on her snout. Thisbe glanced at Rohan and gasped. Scales 
sprouted on his arms. And his eyes glazed over. Confused, Thisbe stood up and 
looked at the sideboard where the kettle of hot water still steamed. Beside it sat 
two empty vials. 





Changing Plans 


Thisbe-turned to the Revinir, failing to mask how desolate she was feeling. “What 
have you done to him?” 

The Revinir tilted her head. “Are you upset? I thought this would be a much 
easier way to find out the truth about... things.” 

Thisbe narrowed her eyes. “Things? What things?” 

“And it’s nice having him as a backup in case the agreement with you doesn’t 
work out.” 

“In his right mind, he’d never agree to what I will do for you,” Thisbe retorted. 
“And both the dragon and black-eyed ruler have to be of sound mind in order to 
make an agreement.” 

“Oh really?” The Revinir tapped her chin with a talon. “I thought you didn’t 
know how this worked.” 

“You're the one who told me that,” said Thisbe icily. But she was rattled. And 
lying. She needed to pull it together if she was going to keep the ruse going. 

“Did I?” asked the Revinir lazily. “I don’t recall that.” 

Thisbe shrugged like it wasn’t a matter to quibble over. “What shall we ask him?” 

“Why don’t you start?” 

“Will he listen to me? I thought people under your mind control only listen to 
you.” 

The Revinir preened with power. “The red dragon listened to you, didn’t he? It’s 
because I commanded him to. But only if you said you wanted to come here.” 


“Tricky,” said Thisbe. 


“Rohan,” said the Revinir, turning to him, “I command you to listen to Thisbe 
and answer her questions as truthfully as you would me.” 

Rohan blinked. “Yes, Revinir,” he said. 

Thisbe felt like vomiting to hear him say that. To speak in that voice. Things had 
been going so well, but now, with the constant reminder of what she was doing 
sitting right next to her, she felt like quitting. She shifted in her seat and thought 
she saw a ghost dragon floating by the window, farther away now. Was Quince still 
out there? “Okay, um...,” she began. “What, uh, what made you come here, Rohan?” 

“I had to talk to you,” said Rohan in a monotone. 

Thisbe’s hands started sweating. Was Rohan sold on the plan that she and Fifer 
and Dev had concocted? Had he somehow gotten the truth out of Fifer or Dev in 
the past few days? Thisbe didn’t know where he’d been or who he’d been with— 
anything could have happened between the time he’d sent that message to Thisbe 
and now. But the Revinir was most certainly testing her, waiting to see if Thisbe 
would ask real questions. Thisbe plowed forward. “Talk to me about what?” 

“I wanted to tell you not to betray the black-eyed people by making a deal with 
the Revinir. You can still change your mind. It’s not too late.” 

Thisbe sucked in a breath. Okay. She looked up at the Revinir. “Your turn?” 

The Revinir seemed pleased with the answers so far. “Rohan,” she said, “does 
Thisbe want to rule the land of the dragons with me?” 

Thisbe frowned. “What kind of question is that?” she said. “I thought you wanted 
information about where everyone is and what he and the others are doing.” 

“No, that was a bluff,” said the Revinir. “I want to know if you're lying to me. If 
there’s anyone besides Fifer that you've confided in, it would be Rohan. So I want 
the truth.” 

“So that’s why you put dragon-bone broth in his tea? Because you want to know 
more from him about me? That’s disgusting. I’ve told you the truth.” 

“I didn’t get to this position by trusting people,” the Revinir said lightly. “Rohan, 
answer the question. Does Thisbe truly want to rule this land with me?” 

Thisbe’s heart flew to her throat. Rohan was emotionless, which was somehow 
even worse than seeing his face filled with pain. 

“L... don’t know for sure,” Rohan said. “I believe she does.” 

The Revinir lifted her chin. “Has she recently indicated that she wants to trick 
me?” 

“No,” said Rohan. 

“Has she talked about me lately?” 


“Yes.” 

Thisbe froze. What was coming next? 

“Has she ever talked about overthrowing me?” 

“Yes.” 

Thisbe didn’t know if she should speak. If she jumped in to protest, would that 
only make her seem guilty? If she stayed silent, would that mean she wasn’t shocked 
to be accused? She knew that Rohan would tell the truth as he knew it—that’s all 
he could do under the Revinir’s mind control. She stayed silent and kept her eyes 
on Rohan’s face. 

“When did she talk about that?” 

“In the catacombs.” 

The Revinir eyed Thisbe and snorted. “Well, who down there didn’t wish that? 
Am I right?” 

Thisbe grinned uneasily. “Pretty much everybody cursed your name regularly.” 

“That’s what makes a ruler become great,” said the dragon-woman. She waved 
the conversation off as if it were beginning to get tiresome. “Look, Thisbe. | 
expected you to want to overthrow me at some point. You wouldn’t be human if 
you hadn’t expressed that. And that’s the kind of fire I find so appealing in a 
partner. I saw it in you long ago.” 

“So you keep saying,” Thisbe reminded her. She was sick to death of hearing it, 
but she didn’t add that part. 

“I saw the pain on Rohan’s face when he spoke your name,” the Revinir 
continued, softer now, sounding almost... compassionate. If that were possible. 

Thisbe looked up, surprised at the change in tone, and found the Revinir gazing 
out through the balcony doors at the night sky. 

The dragon-woman continued. “I even dare say I felt some sort of reminiscent 
pain when he looked at you. He was feeling so betrayed.” She hesitated, then 
opened her jaws and threw back the contents of her teacup. 

“Reminiscent pain?” Thisbe knew immediately what the Revinir was talking 
about, and she knew she had another chance to play a card right here. “You mean, 
back when you were Emma?” 

The Revinir’s expression flickered, and she turned to give Thisbe a warning look. 
“I told you to stop calling me that.” 

Thisbe conceded with a nod. “Back when Marcus and Justine betrayed you?” 

The Revinir closed her eyes and sighed. “So you know about that. I suppose 
everyone has read my diaries by now—I didn’t hide them. Is that how you found 


out?” 

“Yes. But... I'm the only one who has read them. I’ve kept them private.” 

“You have? Why?” The Revinir opened her eyes and studied Thisbe. 

“Because,” Thisbe said, scrambling to read the dragon-woman’s intentions so she 
would know how to answer. “Because as much as | despised you for what you did to 
me, | begrudgingly respected your game. So I went looking to find out more about 
you while I was away. And that... respect... helped change my mind.” Thisbe held 
her breath and looked at the table. Had she said too much? And even more of a 
chilling question: Was it true? 

But the Revinir had gone somewhere far away in her mind and didn’t respond. 
After a long while, Thisbe nearly nodded off at the table. She pushed her chair back 
and got up from the table. “I’m going to turn in,” she said quietly. “Good night.” She 
glanced at Rohan, sitting quietly, staring at nothing. Thinking no thoughts. A shell 
of a person. 

“Wait a moment,” said the Revinir, rousing from her reverie. She put a hand on 
Rohan’s shoulder, then looked at Thisbe, calculating her next move. “My kitchen 
staff has been asking for Zel to return. So...” She narrowed her eyes. “Td like you to 
have Rohan as your servant. Send Zel back to the kitchen.” A flicker crossed the 
evil dragon-woman’s face, as if she regretted offering. But Thisbe knew that this 
was also a test. If asked, Rohan would tell the Revinir everything Thisbe did, just 
like Zel would. And maybe the Revinir thought Thisbe would try to communicate 
more with Rohan because he’d been her friend. 

Could this get any more painful? The last thing Thisbe wanted was to have 
Rohan as a servant. It was hard enough having him show up here and seeing him in 
this state. Thisbe’s worst nightmare had come true. But, thanks to Fifer’s insistence, 
Rohan knew nothing about the true plan and hadn't foiled it for them. Thisbe had 
to hand it to Fifer for being firm about that. It could have been disastrous if Thisbe 
had told Rohan the truth. 

But Thisbe was breaking through the Revinir’s walls, and she needed to keep 
tying their emotional strings together so she could get what she wanted. So she 
could keep Artimé safe. And so she could get the Revinir alone in a place where she 
could destroy her. 

“All right,” Thisbe said coolly, giving the Revinir the side eye to convey that she 
was totally aware of the dragon-woman’s antics. “Thank you.” She turned to Rohan. 


“Come on.” 





A Strange Turn 


Thisbe walked stiffly down the hallway to her room with Rohan following along 
behind. She hated this. Hated everything about it. She was steaming mad about the 
Revinir spiking Rohan’s tea with the dragon-bone broth. That was one of the most 
underhanded, despicable things she’d ever done. 

And why did Rohan have to come here in the first place? He could have messed 
up everything. Luckily his answers were good. Hed actually made the Revinir 
believe Thisbe even more, but it could have been very bad. Surely she’d discussed 
overthrowing the Revinir multiple times with him since they'd been in the 
catacombs. In fact, they’d talked about it extensively on the way to Artimé—so why 
didn’t he say that? But Thisbe had also noticed that the Revinir hadn’t asked him 
the question quite right. And words mattered. She’d asked him when Thisbe had 
talked about overthrowing her. Not the most recent time, but “when.” That would 
technically include times before the most recent ones, and he’d answered truthfully. 
So that little technicality had saved her. She turned the corner and blew out a 
breath, knowing she was out of sight of the Revinir. 

As she neared her suite, she glanced behind her to make sure that Rohan was 
still obediently following her. It was pathetic seeing him like this. And now she had 
to treat him like a slave. Like the very thing he’d been so valiantly trying to fight 
against. The same efforts he now believed Thisbe had turned against. 

She’d hurt him so deeply. Would those wounds ever heal? The only thing that 
gave her comfort is that he wouldn’t remember this part of things later. But was 
there a way Thisbe could track down some ancestor broth to use as an antidote? Or 


would that only complicate things until Thisbe had secured her position and done 
away with the Revinir? 

“Thisbe,” she chided. How could she even think like that? If she had ancestor 
broth in her possession, she’d have no choice but to give it to Rohan immediately 
and face whatever consequences followed. But she had none, and she was pretty 
sure there wasn’t any in the catacombs anymore... not that she could disappear for a 
day in search of some. She’d have to make a new batch. Somehow. There had to be 
a way. But of course the Revinir would find out. 

Thisbe was so tired. When she found Zel sleeping on the floor outside her door, 
waiting for her to come back from her meeting, she shook her awake. “The Revinir 
wants you to go back to work in the kitchen,” Thisbe said softly, her voice catching. 
“Maybe just go to your room for now and report there in the morning, okay?” 

Zel didn’t respond. She got up and left, and that was that. Thisbe entered her 
living quarters and left the door open. She wasn’t quite sure what to do with 
Rohan, other than send him to sleep in the sitting room as she’d done with Zel. She 
didn’t need him to do anything for her. Or... perhaps he could sleep on Thisbe’s 
balcony—there was a comfy lounge chair out there. That way if Quince returned, 
he could see that Rohan had been forced under the Revinir’s mind control... and 
maybe even take him back to the others. 

“That’s it,” Thisbe said under her breath. She could get Rohan out of here. And 
maybe the others could help him... somehow.... Ugh. Of course they couldn’t. Not 
without ancestor broth. 

Thisbe looked up when she heard the soft click of the door closing. Rohan 
turned and leaned back against it. He crossed one leg over the other and folded his 
arms over his chest. His eyes focused, and he glared at her. “I demand you tell me 


why you are doing this.” 





More Than Too Much 


Thisbe stared. “What’s happening?” she whispered. She stepped toward him and 
confirmed that his eyes were no longer glazed over. He wasn’t under the Revinit’s 
control. But he had brand-new scales on his arms where none had been before. “I 
saw your eyes glaze over! You have scales!” 

Rohan didn’t smile. He looked furious. But he remained quiet and collected. 
“You might recall I ingested a few extra doses of the ancestor broth back when we 
escaped the catacombs together. Remember?” 

Thisbe was confused. But then it became clear. Rohan had taken the ancestor 
broth multiple times, but he had never actually ingested any dragon-bone broth 
until today. The antidote was already present inside him. And while the build up of 
ancestor broth apparently couldn't stop the scales from appearing, it kept him from 
succumbing to the Revinir’s mind control. Thisbe sank to the bed, rattled. “So you 
faked it? How did you know to do it?” 

“It didn’t take a detective to see she was up to something with that whole tea bit. 
I could tell she was pouring something in. And obviously when the scales popped 
out, I knew for sure. So yes. I faked it.” His expression didn’t soften. “Now you. 
What are you doing? And why? I can’t... I just cannot believe what you've done. 
You’ve hurt me more than anyone ever has.” His lips, pressed firmly together, 
trembled, and his eyes filled with angry tears. “Explain yourself,” he said, his voice 
ragged. “Now.” 

Thisbe closed her eyes. A wave of nausea rolled through her. She’d imagined this 
moment multiple times—imagined having to hear his wrath, his pain. She had 


hoped it would come after everything was over so she could tell him the truth and 
beg for forgiveness. But she couldn’t do that yet. She had to keep this ruse going or 
it could cost them everything. And Rohan couldn’t know the truth, especially when 
he was here in the castle with the sneaky Revinir pouring dragon-bone broth into 
tea. Sure, hed taken in enough of the ancestor broth to fight the two vials of 
dragon-bone broth this time. But there was a one-to-one ratio of effectiveness with 
the broths. If he ingested a little more of the dragon-bone broth, he could fall 
under her mind control in an instant. What if she put it in everything he ate or 
drank while he was here, and he really did fall under her control? Then everything 
Thisbe would say now could be repeated later. She had to keep going, even if it 
killed her. She had to lie to his face. She had to stand here and get Rohan to believe 
that she really wanted to join the Revinir in ruling this world. She opened her eyes 
and slid off the bed to her feet, trying to compose her character once more. 

“Tve made my decision,” Thisbe said, lifting her head and staring into Rohan’s 
eyes. “I’m joining the Revinir, and together we're going to take over Grimere.” 

“Thisbe, you know that’s not possible!” Rohan whispered. “You know how this 
works. It doesn’t make sense!” 

“It’s my mostly evil side coming out, I guess,” Thisbe said, choosing things to say 
that could be repeated to the Revinir, just in case. 

Rohan was steaming mad. “But you aren’t addressing the truth. It’s not possible 
for the two of you to succeed!” 

“Actually, it is,” Thisbe lied. “We found a way.” She dropped her gaze. “I’m 
sorry...” She paused, trying not to cry. Trying to sound cold. “I’m sorry I hurt you. I 
didn’t want to do that, but there was no other way.” 

Rohan stared. He frowned and shook his head in disbelief. Then he looked 
around the room. “Are there people hiding in here? Are you being coerced? 
Compromised? Is she making you say this?” 

Thisbe swallowed hard and shook her head. Rohan wasn’t making this easy. 
“None of those things. This is all me. My choice. My decision. I want this because 
I’m selfish and horrible.” 

Rohan gripped his head in anger and frustration. “Did you just, like, wake up 
one day and decide this? Fifer said you had some sort of fall and you weren't 
making sense before you left. Are you injured? Have you taken any medicine for 
it?” He started pacing. “I just... I cannot fathom any of this. We had plans, Thisbe. I 
thought I knew you. You were my soul mate one day, and just like that, a switch 


flipped in your mind? Is everything we've had together done? Is it over? Or have 
you been playing me from the start?” 

Thisbe reeled. She turned and grabbed the back of a chair to steady herself. This 
was horrifying. So much worse than she could’ve imagined it. How could she go on 
after this was over? How could she keep pretending? 

But she had to for his sake. This was so much bigger than Thisbe and Rohan. 
This was two worlds on the edge of disaster. 

Thisbe stumbled to her balcony and opened the doors. She stood for a second as 
the cool night breeze caressed her face, and she looked for Quince but didn’t see 
him. “You need to escape,” she said softly. Then she sucked in a breath and turned, 
hoping her voice had been lost in the wind, because she couldn’t have him repeat 
that to the Revinir. “Rohan,” she said in a formal voice, “my good servant, I think 
you should sleep outside on the balcony and watch for the fog rolling in.” She 
paused. “Pll come up with... I mean, TIl explain your disappearance to the Revinir.” 

“What? No way.” 

“Rohan,” Thisbe said, her voice catching. She pointed to the balcony. “Go.” 

Rohan stopped pacing. The look of hurt and despair on his face said everything. 
He stood for a long moment, then picked up his rucksack and walked to the 
balcony. At the doorway he paused to look at Thisbe. His black eyes shone from 
tears and starlight. “So this is over?” 

Everything in Thisbe’s mind screamed “No!” She could hardly hold herself 
together. But the words that came out of her mouth were the last words she’d ever 
wanted to say in her entire life to the boy standing next to her. “It’s over.” 

Rohan bowed his head. Then he went outside and dropped heavily into the 
lounge chair. His rucksack spilled open, and he didn’t bother to pick the items up. 

Thisbe’s tears welled up. She gazed at him for one last moment, all the sorrow of 
the world building a permanent home inside her. Then she closed the doors. 





Grasping Blindly 


iebect Ook har hanas tomie deounebs and sunbed backward, falling half 


onto the bed and sliding to the floor. The sobs rushed out in horrible waves. She 
didn’t care if anyone could hear her. She didn’t care about anything anymore. She'd 
just said good-bye to Rohan, sending him away, explaining nothing for fear of the 
truth getting to the Revinir’s ears in a nefarious way. And even though she still had 
a tiny bit of hope that her relationship could be repaired someday, chances were 
growing every day that there was no coming back from this. Thisbe was causing too 
much damage. 

If Rohan’s reaction was this bad, how would Thisbe face everyone else? One by 
one they'd want to have this same conversation. They would be so disappointed in 
her. This had been the worst, but it was just a hint at how it was going to go. All 
the hurt looks, all the spite... the anger, the tears. It was way too much for Thisbe 
to handle. She realized that now. She had to act before anyone else could confront 
her. Including the Revinir, because how was Thisbe supposed to explain Rohan’s 
disappearance without causing the dragon-woman’s suspicion to flare up again? 
There was no way to do it—it had been a stupid mistake to force Rohan to leave. 
But she couldn’t bear to have him around after what had just happened. Was there 
any method she could come up with that would allow her to tell him the truth but 
still keep him safe? 

There was only one way. She had to take out the Revinir now. There would be 
no declaration, no more “growing closer” to put Thisbe in the best position to get 


the Revinir alone. It had to happen immediately, and it might even have to be 
messy. Thisbe needed to get her alone and do the deed. 

Taking an obliterate spell out of her vest and the pebble from its box, Thisbe 
wiped her eyes and went out into the hallway. If the Revinir was anywhere she 
could access, she was going down. Right this moment. 

Thisbe stalked the hallways. Peered into rooms on her way to where she'd last 
seen the Revinir. But the ballroom was empty, the balcony vacant. The Revinir had 
gone to her living quarters for the night, surrounded by guards. 

Thisbe entered the Revinir’s hallway and saw the small army standing there. She 
stopped and watched them for a moment, contemplating, rolling the pebble 
between her fingers. Then she turned and, with a heavy heart, went back to her 


room. 





Brokenhearted 


Thisbe replaced the obliterate pebble and put it safely away in her vest pocket. She 
fell on the bed and tossed and turned almost feverishly until sleep came. 

When she woke, a feeling of dread overcame her again. Tears spilled down into 
her hair, and another wave of sobs came. She’d never been so devastated in all her 
life. Her conviction wavered. Fifer had no idea how hard this was—wouldn’t she 
understand if Thisbe’s will caved? Because none of this was worth what she’d had to 
do to Rohan. 

She cringed. Yes, okay, it was worth it for the sake of the worlds. For the greater 
good. For all of the other people. Just... not for Thisbe. She couldn’t imagine 
offering up a greater sacrifice than this. Having no one realize it for what it was 
made it all the more difficult. That’s why this had to end soon. She would take 
whatever reasonable risks she had to take. But she was glad she hadn’t made an 
impulsive move last night. With so many servants around, it could have backfired 
terribly. 

But how could she do it? Thisbe thought about the Revinir as Emma, the little 
girl who felt betrayed by her older siblings. She thought about how the Revinir had 
shared a little piece of herself with Thisbe earlier. It had been so strange to realize 
that the Revinir had feelings. 

At first Thisbe had thought of her as one-dimensionally evil, but she’d learned 
that the dragon-woman went deeper than that. Still, it wouldn’t be hard for Thisbe 
to put an end to her. She’d done some of the most heinous things Thisbe had ever 


heard of. 


Perhaps there really was a way to slay the dragon-woman while she was in the 
ballroom—on the balcony. The impact could rip apart that area of the castle, so it 
would be risky. And a couple of servants could go down with her, because there 
was always someone standing nearby to address the Revinir’s whims. That would be 
a shame, but this really couldn’t go on any longer. 

Thisbe wiped her eyes and got out of bed. She cleaned up and got ready. And 
then, with a start, she realized that she was currently without a servant’s watchful 
eye over her, and she had a near-perfect opportunity to send a message to Fifer. She 
pulled out the component and wrote: 


Fife, 
Things will have to happen soon. Alert the troops. 
Thiz 


She wanted to write more. She wanted to pour her heart out to one of the two 
people who actually knew what she was doing. But she couldn’t risk it. A wave of 
emotion passed over her again, but she didn’t have any tears left. Would Fifer even 
understand her pain? She was probably living large in the palace with Dev, having a 
grand time. 

As she turned to go to the balcony, a shadow passed in front of the glass doors, 
followed by a quiet knock. 

Thisbe’s heart sank. Was Rohan still out there? Didn’t he get that they had ended 
everything? A lump rose to her throat at the same time the truth came crashing 
around her. He was still here. Quince hadn’t come for him. She had to stay strong. 
She went to the doors, took a deep breath, and opened them. 

Backlit by a pink morning sky, Rohan stood there, ragged, with tears streaming 
down his face. In one hand he held his rucksack. 

“Rohan,” Thisbe whispered. “What are you still doing here?” His tears made her 
weak. 

He caught her gaze and held it. “I figured it out.” 

Thisbe swallowed hard. “You... What?” 

“I figured out what you're doing,” he said. “Seth thought that maybe... and then 
me drinking the broth...” He shook his head—it was too much to explain right now. 
“Never mind that.” His haggard face held a hint of warmth. “I have an idea.” 





Coming Together 


Thisbe dropped the send component she'd been holding. Rohan picked it up and 
handed it to her. She hesitated, then stepped aside to let him in. “Explain,” she said 
quietly, trying to sound cool and collected but failing miserably. She pocketed the 
component. “There’s nothing to figure out. I don’t... I don’t know what you mean.” 

“Yes, you do.” Rohan came inside and closed the balcony door. Then he turned 
back to Thisbe and clasped his hands in front of him. “I get it now. I just can’t 
believe it.” 

“Rohan, we’ve been over this.” 

“No, no, no. Not this. Not you making a crazy decision out of nowhere to join 
ranks with a monster. Because | cannot believe you have that in you, no matter how 
much you insist otherwise. You can’t convince me that I don’t know you, because I 
do.” He ripped his hand through his hair, impassioned. “Look. I sat on this balcony 
freezing all night, and I finally figured out what you're doing.” 

“Well, what am I doing, then?” Thisbe demanded. He couldn’t possibly have 
guessed. 

“You can’t tell anyone the truth,” Rohan said, watching her face closely, “because 
of exactly what just happened to me with the dragon-bone broth.” 

Thisbe felt the blood drain from her face. She said nothing. 

Rohan, encouraged by her silence, continued his theory. “You can’t tell me what 
you're doing because I’m vulnerable. Just like any of us. If we are forced to drink 
that dragon-bone broth, we could give away the secret. And Fifer is in on it. Seth 
was right. Why doesn’t anyone listen to him?” 


Thisbe held up her hands. “What secret?” she said weakly, feeling like she ought 
to keep the plan going if possible. Maybe Rohan was all wrong. 

Rohan spoke in a soft voice. “You're faking it. You're pretending to join with the 
Revinir.” 

“That’s ridiculous,” Thisbe said wearily. “Why would I do that?” 

“So you can kill her.” 

Thisbe took in a sharp breath. The earnest, eager look in Rohan’s eye seemed an 
odd contrast to the tears still drying on his cheeks. Thisbe wasn’t sure how he’d 
figured it out, but it was true he knew her best of anyone. And he kept going on 
about Seth, who was right up there. It wasn’t too surprising that between them, 
they'd figured this out. 

She dropped her gaze and turned away to hide her confusion. She needed to 
think this through. How would his knowledge of this affect him if he ended up 
being truly compromised later? Would her refusal to confirm it help save him if 
something awful happened? If Rohan thought he knew what she was doing, and he 
actually got it right, was there still a way to protect him from the Revinir in case 
she fed him more broth? This was getting way too confusing. 

“Thisbe,” Rohan said, his voice pleading. “Please say something. I’m delirious 
with exhaustion and sorrow. But I know I’m right. I have to be. Or else I have to 
question every truth I’ve ever known.” 

“No,” Thisbe lied, because she didn’t know what else to do. “I’m sorry, but you're 
wrong. | really do just want to be like the Revinir.” But she couldn’t get herself to 
make him leave again. She’d lost her stamina. She dropped onto the foot of her bed 
and sat there feeling thickheaded with all the questions swimming around. She 
didn’t know the answer to anything. 

Rohan narrowed his eyes. “You're lying again. But I get it. You can only say 
things that are safe for me to repeat in case I get mind controlled.” He stepped 
toward her, then dropped to one knee. “Listen to me, Thisbe. Please. I have a 
solution that should satisfy you and make you feel better about telling me the 
truth.” 

Thisbe glanced at him. “What is it?” 

Rohan opened his rucksack. He reached inside and pulled out a handful of vials. 
“Prindi took these, remember? When we all escaped the catacombs together. It’s 
ancestor broth.” 

Thisbe sat up straighter. Sure enough, it was the deep, rich, golden-colored 
liquid with bits of herbs floating inside. She remembered now, shoving that sack of 


them at Prindi. Thisbe’s mind began to whir. “I forgot we had them.” 

“Well, I didn’t. And I brought them along purposely because I know how sneaky 
the Revinir is.” 

“And?” Thisbe began to figure out his plan, but she was still so hesitant. She 
didn’t want to say anything that could cause problems later. 

“And I can drink as many of these as you want me to.” 

Thisbe closed her eyes as pain and hope swirled together inside her. “Why, 
though?” she whispered, even though she knew the answer. 

Rohan could tell she was struggling mightily and explained the obvious. “To 
cover against any accidental or forced ingestion of the dragon-bone broth. And this 
way I can stay here and keep playing your servant, and I can help you if you need 
it.” Rohan hesitated, looking terribly aggrieved. “But please, will you acknowledge 
that this is what you're doing? Because if it’s not, I’m going to lose my mind. Please, 
Thisbe. I... Just please say it!” 

Thisbe opened her eyes and looked at Rohan, her chin trembling. It was the 
thing she wanted more than anything—to have Rohan know and understand what 
she was doing. To have him accept her and forgive her for the anguish she’d caused. 
But everything was so confusing, and she couldn’t think it all through. Was there 
anything that could happen to him now if she admitted to everything? He already 
had his guesses. And he had the ancestor broth. It seemed useless to carry on with 
the lies now that he knew that’s what they were. 

Before she could answer, there was a thumping noise growing louder in the 
hallway, followed by a hard knock at the door. Thisbe panicked. She shoved the 
vials of broth into Rohan’s bag and chucked it under the bed. “Act like a servant,” 
she hissed. Then she went to the door and opened it a crack. 

The Revinir pushed the door open wide and seemed surprised to see Rohan 
standing there, methodically folding Thisbe’s sweater. 

“What's going on?” Thisbe asked, trying to breathe normally. 

The Revinir lifted her snout. “I heard a rumor from some dragons that Rohan 
had escaped from your balcony. I thought that sounded awfully suspect, since 
humans under my mind control would never think to do such a thing.” 

Thisbe frowned. “Escaped? Obviously not. But I did make him sleep on the 
balcony.” She tapped her lips. “Hmm. Perhaps that was part of the confusion? They 
saw him out there, and then he was gone, so they made the wrong assumption?” 

Rohan finished with the sweater, then stood still and gazed at the wall next to 
where the Revinir stood. 


The Revinir eyed him suspiciously. “He doesn’t look very well rested.” 

“I suppose it was a bit chilly,” Thisbe said agreeably. “Maybe tonight I'll give him 
a blanket.” 

The Revinir laughed. “He’s survived worse.” 

“Isn’t that the truth,” Thisbe said, laughing too, though she wanted to punch the 
dragon-woman in the snout. 

“All right,” the Revinir said. “Well, breakfast is being served in the ballroom, 
Thisbe, so come along with me. Rohan, you can get your gruel in the kitchen. It’s 
one floor down from here.” 

“Great,” said Thisbe, forcing herself not to look at Rohan even though everything 
between them was up in the air. 

The dragon-woman turned around in the hallway, thumping against the walls 
and knocking artwork off them. Before Thisbe followed her, she flashed Rohan a 
stressed-out look. She wanted to warn him not to eat or drink anything until he'd 
taken some of the ancestor broth to act against any sabotage the Revinir had 
planned. But Thisbe had no way to do so without setting off alarm bells in the 
Revinir’s head. So they parted ways, not sure what to expect for the day. 

Thisbe had never been more determined to use her obliterate component at the 
first opportunity. But she also needed her Artiméan army to come as backup just in 
case a war broke out because of it. With a sinking heart, Thisbe realized the 
message to Fifer was still in her pocket, unsent. 





Confusion in the Cavelands 


Haiven Taveer and Quince returned to the cavelands to a million questions, mainly 
about Rohan’s whereabouts. Maiven stayed on Quince’s back and raised her hand 
in the air for silence. Then she explained. 

“Rohan and I were able to listen in on a conversation between the Revinir and 
Thisbe,” Maiven said. “It seems our worst fears are confirmed. Thisbe is all in with 
the Revinir, and they are planning some sort of takeover.” She lifted her chin. 
“Rohan was discovered and seized by the Revinir. He’s inside the castle. As he was 
being captured, he told Quince and me not to wait for him. If he isn’t immediately 
imprisoned, | believe he will do his best to try to reach Thisbe on a different level, 
to talk to her and find out what is prompting this treasonous action.” She paused 
for breath. “If there is anyone who can get through to her after so much has 
happened, after Fifer herself has failed, I believe Rohan is the one. And so Quince 
and I left to report back to you as we assured you we would do.” 

She turned to Simber. “And now Id like to meet with Simber and Aaron in my 
cave. And Ishibashi, too, if you please.” The queen had taken a liking to Ishibashi’s 
intelligence and calm manner, and she appreciated his insight. 

Maiven descended the ghost dragon in a style that was uniquely hers, by sliding 
down the dragon’s tail, holding her military swagger stick in one hand and a sword 
in the other for balance. She went to the river first to clean up from her journey. 
Then she found Simber, Ishibashi, and Aaron waiting at her cave. 

“Things seem dire,” Maiven said in greeting. 

“Indeed,” said Ishibashi. “This is very serious.” 


Aaron shook his head in disbelief. Hed been hoping for good news. But it 
sounded like Thisbe had truly gone to the evil side. Is this how people had felt 
when he’d done the same thing? Because it was excruciating. He had a sudden wave 
of regret when he thought about Alex, who'd never given up on him, even in the 
darkest times. How he missed his brother! The thought of never seeing him again 
was too much to take. If only he could have a moment with him now. 

Aaron glanced at Ishibashi. The man had stuck by him as well when he needed a 
parental figure in his life. It seemed Aaron needed to step into that role now, with 
Thisbe. It didn’t matter anymore what people thought of him. He needed to be the 
person who believed in Thisbe when everyone else wrote her off. To be there for 
her when no one else trusted her. 

“What are you thinking?” Ishibashi asked Aaron. “I can see the determination in 
your eyes.” 

“I think we can turn this around,” said Aaron. “I know this isn’t Thisbe’s path to 
the future. It can’t be! She still has a chance to redeem herself, if we can only get 
her to stop this nonsense before something terrible happens.” 

“I believe in you to be there for Thisbe,” Ishibashi said quietly, giving Aaron a 
meaningful look. He turned to Maiven. “And you, Queen Maiven. What are your 
thoughts?” 

“I have many,” said the woman, stabbing her swagger stick into the soft ground. 

“Things arrre trrricky, though,” Simber said before she could begin to list them. 
“We've lost Rrrohan and Florrrence, two key playerrrs. And we’rrre camped out 
herrre in this desolate place, of no help to anyone.” 

The others looked at him. “What are you suggesting?” Maiven asked him. “That 
we send ghost dragons to Artimé to pick up the rest of our warriors while we head 
to the palace to slay the two remaining dragons and rescue Fifer? And then we all 
take on the castle to free our loved ones and try to talk sense into them?” 

Simber was rendered momentarily speechless, for that was exactly what he was 
thinking. 

Ishibashi lowered his eyes and tried to hide the merriment on his face. 

Simber gazed at the queen as if he’d underestimated her all this time, because, 
truth be told, he probably had. “Yes, Queen,” he said. When Maiven let a smile play 
at the corner of her lips, Simber bowed his head and continued. “I'll... get rrright on 
that.” 





Making Their Own Plans 


Now that Dev had! retvieved the sack of components, Fifer possessed all the send 
spells she needed. The first thing she did was call on Maiven Taveer to speak to the 
ghost dragons about how to respectfully remove the dead dragons from the front 
and back yards. Hopefully, they would know how to properly care for and dispose 
of the bodies, and had the strength to do it. 

There was still no word from Thisbe, and Fifer and Dev were on hold and feeling 
skittish. They were both worried about her, but they didn’t talk about it much. 
And neither of them knew quite what to do next other than continue to wait for 
Thisbe’s instructions, as they’d agreed upon. Fifer would then call on Maiven and 
the others to bring in the whole army, saying she couldn’t allow it to go on any 
longer. Then they'd all go to the castle, and hopefully, one way or another, they'd be 
able to remove the Revinir from power. 

It would be nice if Fifer could go along with them, but the way things were 
looking, she and Dev were going to be stuck here indefinitely unless they could 
figure out how to get rid of the remaining two red dragons. She hadn’t ever been 
taught how to use a bow and arrow, and Florence’s bow was almost too heavy for 
Fifer to lift, much less use properly. Dev offered to carve a bow and some arrows 
for her, but Fifer was pretty sure it was the magic in the arrows that had caused the 
fatal blows, not just the vulnerability of the nostril area. 

Of course she’d also thought about bringing Florence back to life so that she 
could shoot down the remaining two. But it was too risky to bring her back now, 
especially since she would be without one of her legs and unable to position herself 


to shoot like she was accustomed to. And if Fifer stuck around to help attach 
Florence’s leg, she would be putting herself at great risk. No one could predict what 
the dragons would do if they saw the warrior trainer move even a little bit. Sure, 
they might not be able to hurt her if she stayed on the ground... but if they attacked 
her and grew frenzied, there was no longer any doubt that they would come after 
Dev and Fifer. There were a lot of factors, and Fifer wasn’t about to risk anybody’s 
life if she could help it. Besides, they were safe here for the moment. 

And Dev was making things happen. Hed whittled two long spears so far and 
was working on a third. “If a well-placed magical arrow can kill a dragon,” he told 
Fifer, “maybe a long spear can come in handy. That’s what they used in that book 
you found. And if you somehow put some magic into it, it could be almost as 
powerful as Florence's arrows.” 

Fifer had ideas as well. She knew that the front dragon would go to the river in 
the middle of the night to eat and drink, and that would put her near the back 
dragon for a short time. She couldn’t tell how close the two got to each other 
without going outside and following them, which could trigger an attack—she 
wanted to be very careful not to assume anything after the catastrophes with Dev 
and Florence and the birds. But if she could get them close enough to each other, 
would she be able to get both dragons with one obliterate component? 

The last thing Fifer wanted was to lose out on a chance to help Thisbe. So she 
and Dev needed to make a move on the red dragons to give themselves every 
opportunity to help when the time came. Maybe tonight would bring their dragon- 
slaying moment. 

When Dev finished the long swords, he brought them to Fifer. Fifer stared at the 
sharp points, concentrating, trying her best to figure out how to instill magic in 
them. It wasn’t the last time that the young head mage would be trying out magic 
she’d never done before. 





Making a Deal 


The thing the Revinir wanted most was to have the people and dragons of Grimere 
obey her without being under any sort of mind control. And if she became the true 
dragon ruler, in harmony with the black-eyed humans, all of that would fall into 
place. She just wanted to be an adored leader. Like Marcus had been. Even Justine, 
early in her reign. Marcus hadn’t had to force his people to love him. They still 
loved him long after he was gone. And he’d done some pretty rotten things before 
he turned it all around. 

Back when she’d been Queen Eagala of Warbler, the Revinir had few adoring 
fans, if any. She’d forced everyone there to obey her by keeping them silent with 
the golden thorn necklaces. And she’d put her orange-eye brand on them so they'd 
be easily identifiable in case any of them escaped, because they definitely wanted 
to. The dragon-woman realized that nothing much had changed since then except 
the methods the Revinir was using to keep her people, and now her dragons, in 
line. It was all force and had been since day one. It was enough to make a dragon- 
woman weary. 

So much of the joy of being the ruler had slipped away from her over the years. 
And ruling over these zombies was getting tiresome. It almost felt like... cheating. 
Not that the Revinir was against cheating. She admired a good cheat, which was 
why she had almost liked Dev before she threw him out the window to his death. 
She felt a twinge of regret over that, truth be told. 

But ruling over people she'd forced into obedience just wasn’t bringing much joy 
anymore. She’d come to that stark realization in a striking way last evening. Having 


Thisbe here for the past few days, not under any kind of spell, had been... lovely. It 
had been the nicest time the Revinir had ever experienced since she’d been a child. 

She remembered her previous best day when she was young. She’d been regularly 
spying on Marcus and Justine and Eva Fathom and Gondoleery Rattrapp, all of 
them trying to do magic in their own ways. One summer day they'd relented and 
let her join them. The sun was shining on the rocks and stream where they often 
met up. Gondoleery had managed to make a tiny pool of water freeze, despite the 
heat. There had been a minnow trapped in that cupped area of the stone, and when 
Gondoleery had frozen the water without a thought for the minnow’s well-being, it 
had given young Emma a chill of horror and wonder. It had opened up her eyes to 
all the possibilities in the world that went beyond her usual way of thinking. She'd 
realized that people had more opportunities to do so many things—good or evil— 
than they actually took. That she had choices she’d never considered because they 
were outside the realm of what her normal day-to-day activities had consisted of. It 
was a breathtaking realization, and Emma would recall that revelation again, many 
times. 

Remembering it now made the Revinir think hard about what she was doing. 
The two best memories of her life were spent with people who weren't being 
coerced or controlled. Thisbe had wanted to be there with her last evening, and 
they’d laughed multiple times together. She’d enjoyed it so much that she'd taken a 
risk and had given Rohan to Thisbe, sort of as a gift—a thank-you, in a way—for 
liking her for who she was. 

The Revinir had regretted it almost immediately, but she’d realized there was 
nothing Thisbe could do now that Rohan was under the mind-control spell. She’d 
had all the remaining ancestor broth destroyed after Dev had spilled that 
important information in the tower. And she had plenty of dragon-bone broth 
stashed around the castle to feed him just in case. 

But the truth was that the Revinir didn’t think she’d need the dragon-bone broth 
for much longer, because she was just about ready to agree to Thisbe’s demands. 
She’d thought about it—leaving the seven islands alone. And she'd realized that all 
she really had to do to get what she wanted was to tell Thisbe she wasn’t going to 
touch her precious islands—even though Warbler was already technically hers. And 
they could do the agreement thing and become the true leaders and release all the 
mind-controlled dragons and people and let the pesky ghost dragons die, and then 
the Revinir would be adored by all because she'd restored the land after forty years 
under the control of that dumb king and his usurpers. 


And after that, she could go take over the seven islands anyway. 
»» « 


As she and Thisbe sat down to breakfast, the Revinir peered at the young woman. 
“How did you sleep?” she asked, because she supposed that was something friends 
might ask each other. 

“Great,” said Thisbe. “You?” 

“Fine.” The Revinir thought Thisbe seemed slightly preoccupied. Was she having 
second thoughts about their partnership? “I wanted to see you this morning 
because | wished to talk more about our agreement,” the dragon-woman said. 

“Oh,” said Thisbe, perking up. “Good. I'd like that as well. I've been thinking a lot 
about it, actually. And like I've told you, Pm ready to join you in going forward 
with it.” 

“On your condition, of course,” the Revinir said dryly. 

“Well,” said Thisbe, “yes, obviously. But I wonder if you've really taken in how 
very large the land of the dragons is. There’s so much to explore and expand here. 
There’s that other village down the mountain. The forest, which is huge. The 
cavelands, which will be empty once the ghost dragons are gone. And the whole 
palace and village where Ashguard’s property is that could be restored and 
repopulated. Plus the crater lake and the entire city of Grimere, of course. That’s a 
lot of land to rule over. And...” She hesitated, looking into the Revinir’s eyes. “It 
seems like it might be just the right size for a dragon and a black-eyed ruler to 
enjoy together without having to always keep an eye on things that are so far away. 
The traveling is so tedious, isn’t it?” 

The Revinir almost smiled. Thisbe was growing very sneaky, and she liked that 
about her. This girl was someone who could keep up with her. And this partnership 
was actually going to work—the Revinir could feel in her dragon scales that things 
were moving in the right direction. It didn’t take much for her to see that all she 
had to do was agree to the terms and renegotiate them later, once things here were 
running smoothly. She made it appear like she was thinking very hard about this 
and wrestling with it. 

“All right,” the Revinir said finally. “You’ve worn me down on this, and I can see 
you aren’t wavering. I want to enter into this agreement with you, and TIl give you 
what you want. I'll leave the seven islands alone.” For now. 


Surprisingly, Thisbe’s expression didn’t change. But that was one more thing the 
Revinir liked about her—that she didn’t show her emotions easily. She was a 
shrewd negotiator. 

“Very well,” said Thisbe. “Shall we designate a time and place to make our 
announcement to the people of Grimere? Perhaps outside the castle on the 
drawbridge? I’ve always pictured us standing together with the castle behind us and 
having the people gather all around.” She made it sound dreamy. 

“Dragonsmarche seems more appropriate, doesn’t it?” said the Revinir with a 
gleam in her eye. “It’s where we first met.” 

This time a flicker crossed Thisbe’s expression. The Revinir knew it was horrible, 
but she had to have something to retain the upper hand after giving up all the seven 
islands. 

“You forgot our meeting when I was two years old—I killed your pirate-captain 
friend,” she said coolly. “But Dragonsmarche is also the spot where I set all of the 
black-eyed children free from the catacombs. Sounds perfect. Tomorrow? Next 
week?” 

The Revinir gave a delighted snort. “Well played. It shall be so. But let’s not wait. 
Let’s go today.” She didn’t wait for Thisbe to object. “Guards! Sound the trumpets 
and call everyone to the Dragonsmarche Square. We have a major announcement to 
make to all the people and dragons.” 

With the servants scrambling to make things happen, the Revinir turned to 
Thisbe. “When this is through, I’m afraid I might have to ask you to make some 
more ancestor broth to wake everyone up. I hope you don’t mind.” 

This time Thisbe snorted, and not just because she knew this probably wouldn't 
work—she was banking on that happening once the Revinir was dead. But she 
played along. “Bring the proper bones to the kitchen, and I'll teach the staff what to 
do with them.” 

The Revinir smiled. “I will indeed.” This was the most spirited, fun conversation 
she might have ever had. She was more excited for the future than she'd ever been 
before. And for the first time, it was only partially because of the power that went 
with it. 





Scrambling 


Thisbe’s appetite for breakfast left her. Now? This was all happening now? Obviously 
she wanted to get moving on this, but where was Rohan? And had he eaten or 
drunk anything? Was he okay? They'd been in the midst of a crucial talk when the 
Revinir had shown up, and Thisbe had tossed all the ancestor broth under the bed. 
Now, with his orders to go to the kitchen, Rohan couldn’t get to it. And if hed 
eaten or drunk anything that the Revinir had spiked, he wouldn’t know he’d be in 
need of it. If everyone was suddenly heading to Dragonsmarche, neither of them 
would be able to retrieve the broth anytime soon. 

It would probably be okay, Thisbe reasoned. The Revinir wasn’t nearly as 
focused on him today as she’d been last night. And now she had a lot of other 
things to keep her busy, like organizing this big announcement, which would lead 
to... absolutely nothing. 

Ugh. That was another problem. How would the Revinir react when she found 
out that the agreement didn’t magically just make everything become perfect, the 
way she expected it would? Thisbe would have to act like she was just as surprised. 
Unless there was a way to take out the dragon-woman before the announcement 
even happened. 

“Why so troubled?” the Revinir said. “Having second thoughts?” 

Thisbe looked up and mellowed her expression. “I was just thinking about how 
fun it was to have Rohan as my mind-controlled servant. I'll miss that when we 
bring everyone back to their right minds.” She shrugged. “But I can’t have 
everything.” 


“I think you'll find the mind control becomes boring over time,” the Revinir 
confided. 

“Really? Interesting,” said Thisbe. “Well, I imagine he'll be annoyed once we 
bring him out of it, but he'll get used to it over time. Like the others.” She turned 
sharply. “By the way, did you really kill Dev? Or did you just say that for effect?” 

The Revinir twitched. “I really killed him,” she admitted. “I wish I hadn’t acted 
quite so rashly. I was beginning to appreciate him.” 

“Oh well,” said Thisbe, dabbing her mouth with a napkin. “It’s regrettable. But 
there’s nothing you can do now, I suppose.” She set the napkin down and got up 
from the table. “TIl run to my living quarters to see if I can find something more 
royal-looking to wear for the occasion. I noticed several things hanging in the 
closet—whoever stayed in my room before must have left in a hurry. Shall we meet 
in the grand entryway in an hour?” 

The Revinir nodded. “I will find you there.” 

Impulsively Thisbe reached out and touched the Revinir’s claws. “Tm glad we're 
doing this.” 


“As am I,” said the dragon-woman. And she actually meant it. 
»» « « 


In the privacy of her room, Thisbe took a moment to sort her thoughts. There was 
one thing she absolutely had to take a chance on before she did anything else. She 
went out to the balcony and climbed up on top of the lounge chair. Then she 
reached for the overhanging roof, pulled herself up onto that, and scrambled to her 
feet. From there she could see clear skies to the west, which was the direction her 
send spell to Fifer would need to go. If the direct path it took was over the castle 
rather than through its hallways or around its outsides, there was a better chance it 
wouldn’t be noticed, especially with all of the excitement that was happening in 
preparation fora procession to Dragonsmarche. 

Thisbe took the component out of her pocket and reread it. Then she added 
We're heading to Dragonsmarche today to announce our partnership. Don’t reply. And 
then, with a moment of concentration, she sent it off and watched it soar between 
two towers and fly through the air, just as she’d hoped. In two seconds it was out of 
sight. “Whew,” she muttered. 

Thisbe inched down the roof. She eased over the edge, dangled there for a 
moment, trying to ignore her fear of heights, then dropped onto her balcony. The 


drop made her old ankle injury flare up, and she couldn’t walk for a second. When 
she could put weight on it, she went back inside her room and gave a little shriek. 
Rohan was standing there. 

His eyes were glazed over. 

“Ugh, Rohan!” Thisbe exclaimed. “Are you kidding me? We don’t have time for 
this. Be smarter, please. Sheesh.” She limped over to the bed, reached under it, and 
pulled Rohan’s rucksack out. She took out several vials of ancestor broth and 
opened the first one. “Here you go, Rohan,” said Thisbe. “Drink this.” 

Rohan didn’t turn. “The Revinir instructed me not to drink anything you give 
me,” he said in a mechanical voice. 

Thisbe paled. “What?” She hadn't anticipated that. “Well, Pm telling you to drink 
this anyway. You—you work for me.” 

“I cannot.” Rohan didn’t move to take it. Then his face relaxed. “Aw, I’m just 
messing with you. Be smarter? Really?” 

Thisbe’s face exploded. “This is not a good time for jokes!” she hissed. 

Rohan shrugged and shot her a half grin. “Sorry.” He took the broth and gulped 
it down. Then he steadied himself as the wave of images tore through his mind. 
“Blech.” He held out his hand for another. 

“Take all of these.” Thisbe gave him three more, still shaking her head at his 
shenanigans. “I need to find a dress or something,” she said. “Did you hear what's 
happening?” 

“I heard the announcement. What are you going to do when you declare your 
partnership and nothing happens?” He chugged the next vial. 

Thisbe hesitated to answer. She’d been so programmed not to tell anyone 
anything that she was still wary about putting Rohan in danger. But he was in the 
know whether she wanted him to be or not. And he was downing ancestor broth 
like a happy little cannibal. So he was protected. Finally she said, “Pm going to be 
exactly as surprised as she is. And then I’m going to demand we find out what went 
wrong.” 

“So you're admitting my theory is correct?” Rohan said, stopping his vial sipping 
for a moment to look at her. “I still haven’t heard your answer.” 

Thisbe paused in the closet. She turned her head, conceding everything in one 
look. “Yes, Rohan. And... I’m so sorry. I'll explain more later if you like.” What she 
didn’t tell him was that there was still a conflicted part of her that was enjoying 
this time she was spending with the Revinir. 

Rohan took in a breath and closed his weary eyes for a moment. “Thank the 


gods,” he murmured. Then he went back to finishing his next vial. 

Thisbe felt a great weight lift off her heart, but she still felt the urgency of 
getting ready for the announcement. She ripped through a bunch of dusty clothes 
in the closet, most of them looking like they might actually fit, which was curious. 
She searched for something suitable for a leader that wasn’t too ugly or frilly. Then 
she happened on a charcoal-gray uniform that had only a few small moth-eaten 
holes in it. She took it out and looked at it. It was like Maiven’s. Could these 
clothes belong to her grandmother? Being consumed by moths up here while 
Maiven was wasting away in the dungeon? There wasn’t time to speculate further. 

“This,” she said, and hoped it would fit. She ran with it into her washroom and 
slammed the door behind her, then tried it on over her component vest. When she 
looked in the mirror, she took in a breath. She looked so much like Maiven. She 
hadn’t noticed the resemblance before. But now, with the same suit on and a 
similar cap perched on her head, it was more than clear that the two were related. 
Tears sprang to Thisbe’s eyes. She felt like she was betraying everything that 
Maiven stood for by doing such a terrible deed while wearing the uniform of a 
black-eyed warrior. “Please forgive me,” Thisbe whispered. 

“Is it a good fit?” came Rohan’s voice through the door. 

Thisbe blew out a breath and adjusted the jacket, then smoothed her hand over 
the moth-nibbled area on the lapel. “It’s perfect,” she said. She opened the door. 

Rohan, holding four empty vials, nearly dropped them. “My, you do resemble 
her, don’t you?” 

“I was thinking that.” 

“You look very smart,” he said quietly. “I believe... if Maiven knew what you were 
doing to save us, she would feel very good about this.” 

“Do you really think so?” Thisbe asked. She turned to him. 

They held each other’s gaze for a long moment, all of the angst between them 
being shoved aside. Rohan swallowed hard, his eyes brimming. Then he slipped his 
fingers along Thisbe’s cheek, slid them into her hair, and pulled her close. Thisbe’s 
eyes closed, and their lips met and moved together. When the two broke apart, 
Thisbe wrapped her arms around Rohan’s neck and held him. “I’m so sorry for 
hurting you,” she whispered in his ear. “And I’m so glad you figured it out, or I 
might have died.” 

“Thisbe,” said Rohan, overcome. He wrapped his arms around her waist and held 
her. “That was the most horrible time of my life,” he confessed. “But I’m grateful 


you were willing to sacrifice everything for the land of the dragons. For us. For our 
future.” 

“Next time, we do this together,” said Thisbe. 

Rohan nodded, though he said, “I hope there aren’t any more next times.” 

Reluctantly they broke apart. Thisbe straightened her suit and tidied her hair 
once more. “You're coming with me now, right? You'll be there with me?” 

“TIl be right by your side.” 

“But,” warned Thisbe, “if you see me reach inside my jacket and pull out a tiny 


box, I want you to run away from the Revinir like you've never run before.” 





On the Move 


A team of ghost dragons, with Carina aboard to remind them where they were 
going, began their journey to Artime to collect the rest of the army of fighters. 
Maiven, Aaron, and the remaining team members from Artimé prepared to head 
for Ashguard’s palace to bust up some dragons. Aaron sent Fifer a note letting her 
know they were on the way to attempt to free her so they could be ready to fight 
the Revinir and stop everything that was happening. 

That wasn’t the only note Fifer received. As she and Dev finished lunch in the 
library, another send spell arrived. Fifer read it, then looked at Dev. “Finally! It’s 
from Thisbe. She’s okay. And she says we need to get ready to go and call the others 
in. Good thing they’re already coming. But I’m worried about the dragons attacking 
them.” 

Fifer studied Thisbe’s note again, then looked up at Dev. His black eyes bored 
into her, not angrily but soft around the edges, making her catch her breath. A 
strange feeling swept through her, something she’d never felt before. She wasn’t 
sure if it was uneasiness or just a bad fish for dinner, but whatever it was made her 
feel weird. 

Dev realized he was staring and dropped his gaze. “We have a big job to do, I 
guess,” he said. Then, softer: “I’m sorry I was staring at you.” 

Fifer wasn’t sure what to make of the strange feelings she was having lately. “It’s 
fine,” she said. She smiled in a friendly way to let him know she wasn’t bothered by 
him staring. And then she started to think they were making way too big a deal out 
of all of this when they had dragons to slay. 


Dev got up quickly and cleaned up the remains of dinner. Then the two sat 
together in front of the fireplace to go over their plans. Dev checked over his three 
finished long spears, adding a bit of melted tin to make the spear points sharper 
and sturdier, and hoped the magic Fifer instilled in them would help things out. 

Fifer reread the instructions for the obliterate spell to make sure she absolutely 
knew how to use it. Now they just needed the dragons to take their places in the 
middle of the night. By the time Maiven and Aaron and the rest of them arrived, 
hopefully the dragons would be taken care of and Florence would be up and 
moving around like old times. 

As Fifer was folding the instructions and Dev was getting up to put his spears by 
the staircase for later, Dev glanced outside the south window. There was something 
moving in the orchard, bigger than the foxes. 

He went to the window. “Fifer!” he said, and beckoned her to join him. “Come 
look.” There was a herd of deer picking its way among the apple trees. A sight 
hardly ever seen outside of the forest. “They must have heard about all the fruit on 
the ground out here,” Dev said jokingly, then pointed them out to Fifer. The 
animals were moving slowly past the boundary to the bright green grass, near 
where the pieces of Florence lay. 

“They're beautiful,” said Fifer, who'd never seen a deer before, much less several 
of them together. “Look at how they step so carefully. And that little one, tilting its 
head!” 

Dev was looking at Fifer and the joy on her face. But then his gaze moved beyond 
her through the window, and he saw a spot of red. A really, really big spot of red. 
Heading from the front of the property straight for the deer. Dev turned and 
glanced at the back of the property and saw the dragon at the back coming too. 
“Oh no,” he said softly. “You might not want to watch this.” 

But Fifer caught sight of them as well. “Yikes,” she said, looking away and 
turning toward Dev. Their faces were inches apart. And for some reason, the 
thought of kissing someone Fifer had become such close friends with didn’t seem 
quite as weird as it had felt before. But this was not the right time for thoughts like 
that. Because the two red dragons were standing really close together, paying 
attention to something that wasn’t them. “Grab your spears, Dev,” said Fifer. “It’s 
time to go.” 





Danger, Danger 


(re ove terisnds amori Seuss DE grabbed his long spears, and on the way 
down, Fifer pulled the obliterate spell from her vest. She held it tightly until she 
had a moment to pause at the bottom of the steps to open the little box. While she 
did so, the dragons rushed in to devour the herd of deer. Fifer cringed, trying not 
to listen to the sounds the deer made. She removed the innocuous-looking pebble 
from its safety box and pinched it between her fingers. “Stay behind me,” she told 
Dev. 

Dev nodded. “Be careful.” 

“I will.” They moved toward the action. 

The dragons were enjoying their rare feast. Fifer rolled the pebble between her 
thumb and forefinger, trying to get a sense of its weight and power. Trying to 
decide where to place it. Should she aim between the dragons? Or closer to one to 
ensure eliminating at least one of them? She decided on that. “Be ready to run for 
the library if I mess this up,” Fifer said. “Don’t worry about me.” 

“You don’t worry about me,” Dev said, more defiantly than he’d intended. But he 
didn’t exactly like Fifer telling him to run and hide if he didn’t feel like doing that. 
Or if he felt like sticking by her... just in case. He kept moving and hid his eyes 
from the deer carnage. 

Fifer crept forward, concentrating. She kept her eye on the nearest dragon, who 
was fully invested in its meal. Then, signaling Dev, she stood up straight, took aim, 
and threw the pebble straight and true at the near dragon’s head. “Obliterate!” she 
cried. 


The pebble found its mark. It detonated, throwing Fifer and Dev backward as if 
they were rag dolls. The palace and the grounds shook. Fifer rolled to a stop and 
twisted to get back to a standing position. Dev scrambled up too, and both of them 
peered at the scene, half-deaf from the explosion and unable to see anything 
because of the smoke. When the air cleared enough for them to see, one red dragon 
lay motionless and headless on the ground. The other was roaring and squirming 
on its back, trying to get to its feet. 

“Oh crud,” whispered Fifer. “Cover me! Don’t attack unless you have to,” she 
shouted to Dev, and ran over to Florence. 

Dev grabbed his spears and stood in front of Fifer, waiting for the second 
dragon. They weren’t about to stop fighting now, but he only had three spears, and 
he had to be smart. 

Fifer laid her hands on the statue’s leg that was in line with the rest of the body. 
She spoke the words Aaron had told her to say. “Be alive. Live.” Over and over 
again she said it at each of the breaks, going as quickly as she possibly could. The 
pieces of Florence’s body melded together. 

The remaining red dragon slowly recovered, and he got to his feet. Dev 
recognized it as the one that had burned his back so terribly. He stayed near Fifer, 
one spear in hand and the other two on the ground at his feet. 

The dragon started toward them. 

Fifer moved at a feverish pace, putting Florence’s pieces back together. 

Dev focused on the dragon like Fifer had told him to do. When it got within 
spear-throwing range, he hoisted the spear and gripped it loosely in his hand, and 
concentrated on his task, which hopefully would ignite the magic part of the spear. 
Then he ran at the beast, getting as close as he dared, and let the spear fly. 

It found its mark, burying itself inside the left nostril of the dragon. Dev’s mouth 
dropped open. He'd nailed the beast right where he’d intended to. Dev’s strength 
couldn’t land it deep enough to prove fatal, but it did make the dragon furious. The 
ferocious enemy roared and spewed fire in a long arc in front of him, singeing Fifer 
and nearly hitting Dev, but the young man was too quick this time. With fire 
percolating in his throat—inadequate against these monsters as it was—Dev raced 


” 


back for his second spear. “Hurry!” he cried to Fifer. “The dragon is advancing! I 
can’t throw hard enough to lodge it deeply!” 

“You're doing great!” Fifer shouted to him. “Don’t get hurt!” She turned back to 
Florence and continued her process. “Be alive!” she said desperately. “Live!” She 


moved on to the next section. And the next. In a race against time, she felt like she 


was losing. She looked up and saw the red dragon with two spears sticking out of 
its nostril and Dev diving for cover as the dragon advanced with fire spraying 
everywhere, igniting part of the orchard and the spiderweb-covered garden. “Be 
alive! Live!” Fifer went on, as sobs started to break through. “Be alive! Live!” 

Fifer looked up and saw the dragon pressing forward. “Dev, run! Hide in the 


” 


library!” Then she went back to Florence with the last few pieces of her neck and 
her head. Each time she said the words, the cracks would fuse together. And when 
the warrior trainer’s split head was finally fused, her body came to life. Florence’s 
eyes opened. 

“Florence,” Fifer said intensely, leaning over the startled statue, “I need you to 
nock an arrow and shoot that dragon up its nostril right now.” 

Florence, having no idea what had happened, sat up. “Where’s my leg?” she said. 

“Do it, Florence! Just roll over and do it from sitting if you can. Hurry!” She 
looked at Dev. “Look out, Dev!” 

Florence reached for the bow that Fifer had placed near her and grabbed an 
arrow. She wore a pained look on her face. She nocked the arrow, twisted her hips, 
and took the shot. It hit the dragon’s neck, lodging between the scales, but it didn’t 
go deep enough to stop the attack. 

“One more, please!” Fifer commanded. The dragon lunged for them. Dev 
scrambled for his third long spear. 

Florence pulled another arrow out and aimed as the dragon’s face was looming 
large. The arrow found its mark and sank deep into the nostril. The dragon roared. 
His tail whipped around like a rope. It caught Fifer’s legs, and he threw her high 
into the air. With a strangled shout, Fifer went sailing and landed with a thud fifty 
feet away. 

“Nooo!” shouted Dev. He ran at the beast as it began to stumble and threw the 
third spear, but overshot in his haste. When its face neared the earth, Dev leaped 
over flames and grabbed one of the spears sticking out of its nostril. He heaved and 
shoved it as hard as he could into the dragon’s brain. He did the same with the 
other spear. 

Finally the beast’s eyes rolled back. He slumped, and his giant head flopped 
down on top of Dev, trapping him. Dev screamed, then went silent. 

Florence had no context for what was happening, but that wasn’t going to stop 
her. She dragged herself over to the dying dragon and shot one more arrow up its 
nostril, quickly ending its life. Then, biceps bulging, she shoved its head to one side 


and pulled Dev out. She dragged herself and the strange boy to the courtyard and 
laid him under the protection of the center tower stairs. Then she went to get Fifer. 

Fifer wasn’t moving. She looked... flattened. Some of her skin was blistered with 
burns. Florence picked her up gently and cradled her in her arms. “Fifer,” she said 
gently. “Fifer, you did it. Please wake up.” 

But Fifer didn’t wake up. Florence scooted along the ground to the palace, 
avoiding the small fires that smoldered everywhere, or putting them out with her 
stony backside. She kept her eye on the dragons, but both now appeared deader 
than dead, just like the first two she'd killed with her arrows. How much time had 
gone by since that disaster? 

Florence didn’t have a clue. She only knew that she’d fallen a long way and had 
hit the ground. And now she was missing a leg. Was that fall an hour ago? A week 
ago? A year? She had no idea. She only knew that Dev had been crushed and Fifer 
was unresponsive in her arms. But as long as Florence was alive and moving, that 
meant Fifer was alive too. And that knowledge was all the strength she needed to 
sort things out on her own at this dilapidated palace. 





The Partnership 


Thisbe took a seat in a small carriage, pulled by a horse. The Revinir walked next to 
her on the left. Rohan, who still hadn’t slept, trotted along on the right side of the 
carriage, available to Thisbe for whatever she might need. And the rest of the 
Revinir’s company surrounded them, front, back, and on all sides. There was no 
possible chance to obliterate the Revinir without taking many casualties with her. 

Thisbe was going to end the Revinir’s reign today. But she wanted to get the 
Revinir alone. 

Okay, part of her wanted that. But, to be honest, another part of Thisbe wanted 
to never have to use this obliterate component against the Revinir at all. It was... 
complicated. 

It’s not because the dragon-woman deserved anything. She had done terrible 
things to the black-eyed children. To all of Grimere. Shed put hundreds of 
innocent soldiers under her mind control, as well as dragons from all the lands far 
and wide. She’d caused tremendous injury to Thisbe and Rohan and Dev, and all of 
their fellow future rulers. If shed known Maiven Taveer still lived? Shed have 
buried her. There was no question in Thisbe’s mind. 

But. 

The Revinir had just started to reveal herself in some convoluted way. And she 
wasn't 100 percent evil. Just like Thisbe. Or Dev. Or Rohan. Or Aaron. Or any of 
them. She had a mix of evil and good in her. And while the good bit was probably 
tiny, it still made her extremely complex. After Thisbe had taken a turn as a 


perceived supervillain and had witnessed a little of the wrath that came with that, 
she'd developed a slightly more forgiving attitude. 

The Revinir was unlike Frieda Stubbs, who had seemed like the most one- 
dimensional, fear-mongering villain to ever cross the path of any Unwanted. But 
the dragon-woman had layers and layers of history that somehow worked to give 
her a mysterious, intriguing life. She just hadn’t revealed any of it until now. 

Thisbe wished she hadn't revealed it at all, because it was only making this job 
harder. She slipped her hand inside her jacket to her vest to make sure she could 
access the small component box easily when needed. 

As they traveled, trumpets sounded every quarter hour, calling the people of the 
land of the dragons to come to the square. The Revinir let out an unexpected, 
earsplitting roar once they drew close, making Thisbe and Rohan wince. Both felt 
the tug of the Revinir’s call even though they were already with her. Both saw their 
usual images flash before their eyes—Rohan for the first time when a roar occurred. 
Soon a cyclone of dragons whirled around above them. 

Thisbe eyed Rohan. Things weren’t looking good for getting the Revinir alone 
and away from everyone else. With a sinking heart, she couldn’t see how she would 
possibly be able to take the dragon-woman down during this event. 

But if she could, it would be so convenient. Everyone was already gathered in 
Dragonsmarche. After the deed was done, Thisbe could address everyone and 
explain what was going on before rumors spread wildly. Still... that would be a 
traumatic experience to witness. Not something Thisbe wanted others to have to 
suffer through. No, it was best to wait. Find the Revinir alone. Do it safely. Don’t 
endanger anyone. 

She sighed and realized she felt a twinge of relief, which was alarming. Why was 
she feeling relieved not to have a chance to take the Revinir down, when this was 
the thing she’d been so set on doing for such a long time? 

They arrived in the square. The stage was set—the same stage Thisbe and Fifer 
had been tied to and auctioned from more than a year ago. Thisbe shuddered at the 
sight of it. She averted her gaze, but her carriage kept going toward it. Thisbe 
remembered that day clearly. She and Fifer, chained to posts. People gaping at 
them, ready to bid. The twins had set up magical glass barriers around themselves 
to keep the strangers from getting too close. And then Simber, unknowingly, 
swooped in and crashed through the glass trying to save them. Fifer had been 
seriously injured—she still had scars from all the glass cuts. Thisbe had been 


snatched away by the Revinir and taken down into the catacombs through the 
elevator. 

When the carriage came to a stop, Rohan held a hand out to Thisbe to help her 
down. She took it without looking at him, and he gave it an extra squeeze of 
support, knowing what must be going through her mind. But he had his part to 
play, and the Revinir was watching everyone. Thisbe walked up the steps to the 
stage, and the Revinir climbed onto it directly next to her. 

People began gathering around them. Some of them were speckled with scales 
and wore the glazed look of mind-controlled citizens who'd been subjected to the 
dragon-bone broth. Others had clear eyes. Suspicious eyes. They didn’t know 
Thisbe or what she was doing there. But they knew the Revinir and her oppressive 
ways. They knew what shed done so sneakily to so many people in their 
community. They saw the dragons flying aimlessly. Soon those in the front rows 
noticed Thisbe’s black eyes, and murmurs began. 

The Revinir, who was a small dragon, still made the center of the stage bow 
under her weight. Thisbe stood next to her and tried to appear calm and confident. 
But there were a lot of things freaking her out right now. Being on this stage was 
giving her the stress of horrible flashbacks. Pretending to do this partnership thing 
was making her anxious about what everyone would think. And trying to plan the 
ultimate takedown without hurting anyone else was giving her hives, especially 
when she was having these twinges of doubts. This was definitely not the right time 
or place for them. Yet she couldn’t get these things out of her mind. 

As more and more townspeople gathered and filled in every available inch of the 
square, Thisbe’s eyes strayed to the forest, which began just on the other side of the 
road they'd traveled to get here. She remembered taking the path to Alex’s grave. 
Finding that mound of dirt with unopened seek spells hovering above it. Having 
such weird feelings about it. Those feelings continued today. And while she’d made 
some progress, she still hadn’t fully come to terms with the guilt she carried. She 
and Alex had been in a fight the last time she’d seen him. And now she was doing 
something awful. How would he feel about it? Could he possibly somehow sense 
what she was doing, even in death? 

A pang of dread ripped through her as Fifer came to mind. Thisbe didn’t know 
why her thoughts were torn away from everything else in that instant and forced 
on Fifer, but it was strange enough to raise her fears. Then Thisbe realized she was 
a lot closer to the palace now than she’d been in the castle. Was she back in 
telepathic range? Immediately she tried to communicate mentally with her twin. 


She focused on two short sentences. “I’m in Dragonsmarche. Ready to declare 
partnership.” She thought them over and over, but there was no sense that the 
words got through like she’d felt before when she and Fifer had practiced this. She 
must still be too far away. But the thought of Fifer stayed with her, a sharp-edged 
worry. Perhaps it was because of their location on this stage and the memory of 
what had happened. 

The Revinir’s big face loomed and came into Thisbe’s space. “I'll do most of the 
talking,” the dragon-woman said. 

“That’s fine,” said Thisbe, trying to smile. 

“But I want you to say something too, so the people know that we are in 
agreement.” 

“Of course.” 

The Revinir studied Thisbe. “All right. ’'m ready to get started.” 

Thisbe nodded, trying to look encouraging. Trying to appear like she wanted to 
be here. 

“People and dragons!” shouted the Revinir. “People and dragons!” 

The crowd quieted. 

“People and dragons,” the Revinir said a third time, “I am here today with 
exciting news. As a dragon, and your current leader, I am happy to announce that I 
have come to an understanding with one of the few remaining black-eyed rulers. 
We have agreed to officially take back this land from the usurpers who have 
reigned these past forty years. We will restore our world to the way it was meant to 
be!” 

She paused as murmurs rose up all around them. A few shouts rang out, but they 
were drowned by a smattering of applause. 

The Revinir held up both front legs and rested on her haunches. Her tail swished 
around from side to side, occasionally curling around Thisbe’s feet as if to warn her 
there was no way out. She waited for silence. Eventually it came. 

“I declare here and now that I, as ruling dragon, have entered into a partnership 
with Thisbe Stowe, the ruling black-eyed human. We agree to come together for 
the good of our land. Thisbe is a competent leader and... she is my friend. We will 
work very well as a team.” 

Thisbe was surprised by the Revinir’s soft, complimentary words. She glanced 
over and noticed the dragon-woman almost had a sheen in her eyes. She'd really 
meant it. And while that was touching, it was also a little strange, seeing as how 


Thisbe had been playing her hard all this time. She almost felt guilty. But then a 


new thought struck her: Maybe the Revinir was playing Thisbe just as hard. That 
helped chill Thisbe’s heart a little. 

The Revinir was staring at her, and Thisbe suddenly realized she was supposed 
to speak now. “Yes,” she said loudly, and glanced around, looking for Rohan. He 
was on the ground nearby, staring vacantly into the crowd. “I am excited to 
represent all people in this fine land,” she said. “Our partnership restores a 
symbiotic system that has almost been forgotten. A ruling body that is unique to 
this land. And I’m honored to step in as co-leader with... my friend, the Revinir.” 
Thisbe’s eloquent words drew light applause. She turned to the Revinir but 
continued as if to the crowd, “And so I declare that our partnership should 
commence immediately.” 

“Commence the partnership!” said the Revinir, with great flair. 

The crowd waited. It seemed like something should happen, but the Revinir 
didn’t know quite what. 

Thisbe frowned. “Did it work?” she whispered. 

“Tm not sure,” muttered the Revinir. “I expected the dragons to return to 
normal, if not the humans—like I told you, we might need some of that ancestor 
broth for that.” 

“Are there any ghost dragons in the skies that you can see?” Thisbe asked. “If 
they're gone, that would be a sure sign it worked.” 

The Revinir frowned. “I don’t see any, but they don’t usually come around here. 
Except when you humans are up to your tricks.” She eyed Rohan thoughtfully. “He’s 
the only one of the black-eyed people present here who has lived in Grimere his 
whole life. I wonder if he knows the history of how the rulership works.” 

“Rohan,” Thisbe said. 

Rohan turned toward her like an automaton. 

“Do you know what has to happen in order for two new rulers to take over this 
land? Is there any sort of ritual... or something... that we have to go through?” 
Maybe in a deserted place where we must travel alone? she wanted to add. “Perhaps it 
has something to do with the ghost dragons,” she speculated aloud, wanting to give 
Rohan a minute to think, “since they're the ones who want to be able to leave this 
life and pass along their duties to the next generation.” 

Rohan didn’t waver. “You are correct. The two partners must go to the cavelands 
to announce their partnership before the ghost dragons and assure them that the 
next generation is ready to serve,” he said. “It’s in the history books.” 

Thisbe gave a mysterious shrug at the Revinir. “I guess we didn’t read our history 


books, did we?” she said snidely. 

The Revinir chuckled. “Why didn’t we ask him in the first place? Were going to 
have to fly if we're to get there by dark.” 

“Do you want to dismiss everyone first?” Thisbe asked her. “We can just tell them 
it’s done, right? They won't know the difference.” 

“I like that plan.” The Revinir shouted out to everyone in the area that all was 
said and done. And she announced, “Everyone who has taken dragon-bone broth, 
please report to the castle in two days for a remedy.” She turned to Thisbe and 
explained, “I have the bones being delivered from the catacombs tonight.” And then 
the Revinir let out a little snarl. “I suppose we should mingle as people are leaving 
so they think we're decent.” 

Thisbe nodded. “Good idea.” But she was preoccupied. At least the Revinir 
wasn’t too mad about nothing happening, but what would she do when nothing 
happened in the cavelands and the ghost dragons had no idea what was going on? 
Thisbe would have to take her chance there. Once this was all over, hopefully the 
red dragons around the palace would snap out of their mind control and leave, and 
Fifer and Dev could get out of there and rescue Thisbe and Rohan, who'd be stuck 
in the cavelands once all of the ghost dragons disappeared forever. Success was on 
Thisbe’s mind now, squelching out the doubt. 





In Rough Shape 


In the palace courtyard, Fifer and Dev were limp and unresponsive. Florence, 
keeping up her no-nonsense warrior facade, did what she could to make them 
comfortable. Then she rifled through Fifer’s robe and component vest pockets, 
looking for the healing kit. She found it but also found the empty cube that had 
stored an obliterate component and the paper on which Thisbe had written 
instructions. 

After applying whatever first aid she could to the young warriors, Florence 
glanced over at where the dragons lay. The one she'd just helped slay was stuck with 
several sharp objects, like its face was a pincushion. But the other’s head was blown 
clean away, and the ground near it was marked by a huge hole. Fifer must have used 
the obliterate spell there. But what had possessed Thisbe to give it to her? Florence 
was glad Fifer had had it, but she’d told Thisbe under no uncertain terms that the 
magic was for Thisbe’s use only—no one else had been trained on such a dangerous 
spell. It could have been a disastrous situation. 

Not that it wasn’t, under the current circumstances. As Florence continued to 
treat Fifer and Dev, she worried over the letter from Thisbe explaining the 
obliterate spell. If Thisbe had gone to join the Revinir’s cause, why would she leave 
one of these monstrously dangerous components with Fifer? It was like giving the 
enemy ammunition to come after her. And it looked like Thisbe hadn’t given the 
component to Fifer directly because of the detailed note. It seemed more likely that 
she'd left it for her right before she’d decided to sneak off. That didn’t seem like 


something a person would do if they were turning their back on their people— 


giving them such a powerful spell that could be used against her. It didn’t make 
sense. Maybe Seth had been right—that the twins had been in on something much 
bigger than anybody had figured out yet. 

“Come on, Fifer,” Florence muttered under her breath as she gave her another 
dose of a magical healing concoction she’d found. She was trying hard not to break 
down. The warrior trainer wiped a tear from her eyes and kept up her commanding 
exterior because it made it easier to cope. But here they were again. Another leader 
was down. Near death. How often would this happen? It was horrifying. And if 
there was anything Florence could do to save Fifer, she’d do it. “Wake up, Fifer. 
Listen... you did everything right. Please don’t leave us. We need you desperately to 
stay alive. Please... Simber needs you. I need you. All of Artimé needs you.” She sat 
back and stared at the spot where her leg should be. 

Florence turned to Dev for a follow-up dose of medicine. Fifer had said his name 
earlier, or the warrior trainer might not have realized who he was. She hadn't 
known there was anyone else here—Fifer hadn’t mentioned Dev in her send 
communications. In fact, shed plainly said once that she was alone. Had he just 
arrived? Why was his back covered with healing burns? They weren’t from today’s 
battle. Everything was a puzzle for now. 

She kept them both alive. When the two seemed stable and there was nothing 
else Florence could do for them, the warrior scooted along the ground in search of 
her leg. She’d never repaired her own body before because it was always better to 
have someone else’s trained eye to place a body part just right. But now she didn’t 
really have a choice—she wanted her leg attached in case something else threatened 
them. 

She found it in the yard not far from where Fifer had brought her back to life. 
After magically repairing the cracks, Florence maneuvered herself into the proper 
position to attach the leg to the rest of her body. When she was finished, she got up 
and tested it. There were a few blades of grass that had gotten trapped during the 
sealing process and they stuck out of her leg now. And it was a tiny bit crooked— 
which was why it would have been nice to have Octavia there to catch that mistake. 
But she walked around on it. Other than a minor limp, she was in good shape. 

Now that Florence was back in one piece, she took stock of her location. The 
four dead dragons were a big eyesore, and so was the broken-down palace. She 
stomped out the few smoldering fires that luckily hadn’t spread through the 
orchard. Florence could just barely see the village beyond the trees. She spotted the 
river in the back of the property and remembered how important it was for 


humans to drink, so she filled the two teenagers’ canteens for them. Then she 
rummaged through Fifer’s vest pockets again and pulled out a send spell so she 
could contact Maiven. But it was one that had already been used. And it was from 


Thisbe. 


Florence read it. 


Fife, 
Things will have to happen soon. Alert the troops. 
Thiz 


PS We're heading to Dragonsmarche today to announce our partnership. Don’t reply. 


This message added to Florence’s confusion about what was really happening. 
Her suspicions about the twins grew. But there was something more urgent about 
this. “If this is recent, and the Revinir and Thisbe are heading to Dragonsmarche,” 
Florence reasoned, “we want some eyes on them.” 

She found an unused send spell and wrote: 


Maiven, 

Pm not sure how much time has passed since I went down, but Pm back up again. All 
four red dragons are dead. Fifer and Dev are both seriously injured and unconscious. 
If they don’t wake up soon... that could spell trouble. Where are you? Can you send 
Aaron with more medical supplies? And send someone to Dragonsmarche and the 
castle to keep an eye on things there. Sounds like Thisbe and the Revinir are making 
their pact in the public square. 

Florence 


She sent it off, noting it went to the north as she expected, which meant Maiven 
was still in the direction of the cavelands. Then she picked up Thisbe’s note and 
send spell again and studied them, looking for clues to what was truly going on 
here. Fifer was somehow in on this, that much was clear—she was aiding Thisbe in 
this horrible takeover. But was it possible that they'd both turned away from 
Artime? Or had Seth’s hunch actually been accurate, that they were somehow 
plotting together against the Revinir? Either way, it was reckless, and it 
undermined the safety and future of Artime. And Florence was beginning to get 
very worried. 





Pulling It Together 


Partway to their palace destination, Maiven read the send message from Florence. 
She commanded Gorgrun, Quince, and Astrid to land so she could address Aaron, 
Ishibashi, Simber, Seth, and Sky and their dragons. “I have mixed news for you,” she 
announced once everyone was in hearing distance. “The good news: Florence is 
back up and working. They defeated the remaining two red dragons. But the bad 
news is that Fifer is hurt quite badly.” 

Aaron’s face paled. “Any details?” 

“No.” The queen waited a moment while that news sank in. “Florence doesn’t 
seem to know we're already coming. But she also mentions that Thisbe and the 
Revinir are announcing their partnership in Dragonsmarche and suggests we send a 
spy out that way.” She twisted her swagger stick, thinking. “Since we no longer have 
the red dragons to fight, I agree with her. But | don’t like the idea of someone going 
alone. Let’s send two.” 

“I will go,” said Ishibashi, stepping forward. 

“Thank you, Ishibashi-san,” said Maiven. “I like having you there with your long- 
range weapons. Now someone else with strong magical skills.” Her eyes wavered 
between Seth and Aaron. 

Seth looked torn. Fifer was hurt, and he cared about her. But Thisbe was being 
awful, and he wanted to look her in the eye and see what looked back. 

Before he could decide, Aaron stepped up. “I’m sick about Fifer, but I doubt 
there’s anything I can do for her,” he said. “I'd like to go with Ishibashi.” 


Seth nodded. “I'll do what I can to help Fifer,” he said. “But tell Thisbe I’m really 
mad.” 

“Thanks. I will” Aaron glanced at Simber. “I assume you will stay with Maiven 
and go to Fifer?” 

“Corrrect,” said Simber. 

Aaron gathered his possessions and turned to Ishibashi. “Shall we take Quince 
and head out? No time to waste.” 

Ishibashi nodded and collected his weapons. 

“Don’t engage unless you see an opportunity to catch Thisbe alone,” said Maiven. 
“We don’t need any more casualties. Quince, you must do better at staying in your 
fog mode. Riders, don’t hesitate to remind Quince of that regularly.” 

Quince seemed slightly offended, for he’d forgotten his mistake by now, but he 
let it go. 

Aaron and Ishibashi agreed and headed out on the ghost dragon while Maiven 
and the rest reboarded Gorgrun and Astrid and continued to Ashguard’s palace. 


»» « « 


The two men hadn’t spent much time together lately except in battle. “TIl be glad 
when this is over and we can go back home,” Aaron said to the scientist as they 
glided along. “I miss our quiet island. I miss Daniel and Kaylee. And Ito and Sato.” 

“There will be time for catching up,” said Ishibashi, trying to smile but feeling 
weary. They both knew it was true—it seemed they had all the time imaginable. 
Ishibashi and Aaron hadn't talked much lately about the seaweed and how it 
potentially made them immortal. It was old news. And besides, Kaylee didn’t know 
the truth, so there weren’t a lot of opportunities to chat about it. Aaron was racked 
with guilt about not telling her, but how could he? That his life would extend 
forever while hers would end was heartbreaking. 

“Are you holding up all right?” Aaron asked. The old scientist was slight, but he 
wasn't frail. Still, this had become quite a lengthy ordeal. 

“I have never been better,” Ishibashi said. “This has been a long journey, but I 
believe it will be a satisfying one. I’m glad I came along to see this beautiful world. I 
was thrilled to experience the volcano system—what a ride! And so happy to spend 
time with you, my son. I must tell you, Aaron, that I wasn’t sure about you for a 
long time. But I am so pleased with the man you have become.” 


Tears sprang to Aaron’s eyes. He hadn't been expecting praise, and the normally 
quiet scientist had caught him off guard. It was especially meaningful at a time 
when he was feeling guilty for Thisbe’s actions and wondering if there was some 
family flaw that would plague the Stowes forever. If Aaron and Thisbe had it, 
would Daniel someday turn to his evil side too? Aaron had so many questions, and 
Ishibashi usually had answers. But Aaron could only whisper, “Thank you.” 

It was as if Ishibashi could read Aaron’s mind. The old man put his cool, 
wrinkled hand on top of Aaron’s. After a moment he said, “Every day is a new day, 
Aaron-san. A chance to try again. We can’t control other people’s choices. But with 
our gift, we can continue to gain wisdom and be there for our loved ones forever to 
try to steer the way.” 

Aaron choked up. He hadn’t thought of immortality as a gift like that before. 
He'd mostly thought of how it would affect him, not how he could use it to affect 
others. The old scientist had taught him something else new in that moment. He 
took the man’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Thank you for steering my way 
and for sticking by me when I didn’t deserve it. 1 will try to do the same for Thisbe. 
And... for all the rest to come.” 

“That is all you can do,” Ishibashi said. “We will do it together.” 

“That’s what keeps me going,” said Aaron. “That I’m not alone in this.” They rode 
in silence for a while, side by side and hands linked, until Quince sniffed. 

“Is everything okay, Quince?” Aaron asked him. 

“Oh,” said Quince, turning his head to look at them. “That was such a beautiful 
sentiment. I... Thank you for having that conversation in my presence.” 

The two men smiled at each other, and Ishibashi spoke up. “I believe you have a 
similar story to tell to the next generation of dragons.” 

Quince didn’t answer, but he seemed thoughtful. A while later he said, “I can’t 
remember where we are going, but does it happen to have something to do with the 
Revinir?” It seemed like everything lately had something to do with her, so it was 
his best guess. 

“It does,” said Aaron. “We're looking for her and Thisbe.” 

“Well, they’re right up ahead, flying toward the cavelands.” 

Surprised, Aaron sat up and peered in front of them. He could see a tiny dot far 
ahead, moving sideways across their path. “I wonder why they’re going there,” 
Aaron mused. It seemed strange, and he could think of no reason that would bring 
the two out to such a desolate place. But maybe this was the opportunity Aaron 
was looking for. If the Revinir was traveling without a fleet of dragons surrounding 


her, there could be a chance to speak to Thisbe. To pour his heart out, or even 
simply give her a signal. A look. Something to express that he wanted her to come 
back to them. That he would welcome her, no matter what she did. 

He watched the dot for a few moments, wanting to be sure of the Revinir’s flight 
path, then said, “Quince, let’s turn and meet them wherever they’re headed. It’s 
time to go into stealth mode.” 





Delirious 


Fifer lay perfectly still, seemingly unconscious as Florence tended to her. But in her 
mind, wrapped up in the tremendous pain that rocked her body, the same old 
things they’d all been discussing for months about the Revinir swirled around like a 
song she couldn’t get out of her head. Emma. Queen Eagala. The monstrous dragon- 
woman. She didn’t care who lived or died. She wanted to rule all of the worlds. She 
was selfish and greedy for power. What was her weakness? 

Bits of Emma’s journal pages wavered in Fifer’s mind. The girl had been jealous. 
Left behind. Lonely. Thisbe had landed on these notes and was out there trying to 
exploit them. And Fifer knew she needed to rouse herself and help. But try as she 
might, the injuries she’d sustained and the whirling thoughts pressed her back 
firmly into the pavers and left her body weighing a thousand tons, unable to move. 
Emma. Queen Eagala. The Revinir. What was the consistency that connected them? 
What were her fears that stayed with her? 

Emma. Standing next to a stream with the others, watching them do magic, 
happy to be included for once. But also glad to be excluded in a similar situation. 
Queen Eagala, building dozens of ships that had no purpose. Ships that would go 
nowhere because she commanded everyone to stay in Warbler. Why? 

Sky and Crow’s story came to mind—they’d escaped from Eagala on a raft and 
told stories about how they weren’t allowed to learn to swim because their queen 
didn’t want anyone to be able to leave. 

Eagala’s huge loss to Artimé and what everyone believed to be her death, being 
sucked down the volcano. But she’d survived, and her power after that had 


multiplied. 

Then came Dev’s story about hiding in the river and the strange way the Revinir 
had communicated with the red dragon to collect fish for her—when a dragon’s 
natural hunting tendency seemed to imply fishing for oneself would be an 
experience to savor. 

There was also Thisbe and Fifer’s most recent traumatic abduction—the Revinir 
from above the trees, but having an elaborate setup of six dragons hiding under 
water. 

The memory of a sound of fear rang in Fifer’s ears as she lay battling for her life. 
A strained little whoop. It had been a strange, frightful sound that the Revinir had 
emitted when Thisbe had escaped the Revinir’s grasp and fallen into the sea. The 
Revinir, with Fifer in one claw, had scooped Thisbe up and had made that sound. 
Like she was terrified for a moment. 

The images swirled into one story: The rocks next to the stream. The ships with 
no purpose. Allowing no one to swim. The volcano sucking her ship down. The fish 
at the river. The inadvertent fearful whoop when her talons had plucked Thisbe 
from the sea. Around and around these thoughts churned as the magical medicine 
began to do its work. 

Fifer needed to talk to Thisbe. She tried to, in her mind. Tried to send a 
message. A single word over and over again. Was it going through? 

The weight of Fifer’s body was stifling. Suffocating. The weight of her thoughts 
even more so. She struggled against it, feeling trapped. Needing to escape. The pain 
was secondary to everything as she wriggled and pushed and slid out from the 
heavy unconsciousness. Her eyes fluttered and opened, and she gasped. “Water.” 

In an instant, Florence was there. She lifted Fifer gently around the shoulders 
and held the canteen to her lips. 

Fifer was too weak to push it away. “Water,” she whispered again, and closed her 
eyes as the suffocating weight returned. 





At Last, a Moment 


Thisbe and Rohan could see Quince plain as day, but they knew the Revinir could 
only see rolling fog. And though she’d figured out that the ghost dragons could hide 
like fog, they hoped she was too distracted by their plans to notice this patch. 

From the dragon-woman’s back, Thisbe strained to see if anyone was riding him. 
She detected two bodies nestled into the pillowy softness, but there was no telling 
who they were. In the distance, many other ghost dragons saw the Revinir and her 
riders coming and started toward them. 

The Revinir landed in the strip of desert between the forest and the cavelands. 
Thisbe and Rohan got down and stood with her as the ghost dragons approached. 

“Obviously we were right, that nothing changed,” the Revinir muttered to 
Thisbe. “The ghost dragons are all still here. Let’s see what they have to say.” 

Thisbe walked with her. “I hope they have more knowledge than Rohan does, 
and can fill us in so we can get this partnership rolling.” 

The Revinir glanced at the girl. “Il do all the talking,” she said, reminding 
Thisbe of how greedy she was. 

“That’s fine,” said Thisbe icily. 

The Revinir noticed the rolling fog had stopped moving and was just sort of 
stuck in one place nearby. She narrowed her eyes at it. “Is that one of the ghost 
dragons doing that same weird thing it did when Rohan was on board outside the 
castle?” 

“I don’t know,” said Thisbe. 

“Let’s see which of your friends is hiding this time.” 


“Tm curious to know as well,” said Thisbe. “We know you're a ghost dragon,” she 
called out. “Reveal yourself, please.” 

Seeing no reason to keep up the pretense, Aaron told Quince to materialize. 
Aaron and Ishibashi raised their heads and sat up. 

At the sight of her brother and one of the grandfathers, Thisbe’s heart trembled 
and her stomach churned. Why did it have to be them? But Thisbe had to pull it 
together and handle this right in order to keep the Revinir believing her farce. 
“What are you doing?” Thisbe demanded. “I told you not to come after me.” 

“Thisbe,” said Aaron. His voice shook, making Thisbe shake too. But he 
continued. “Ishibashi and I have come to talk, not fight. May we have a word?” 

Thisbe narrowed her eyes and glanced at the Revinir. “I don’t know,” she 
murmured. 

“It’s just me and a one-hundred-and-ten-year-old man here,” Aaron said lightly. 
“We're not interested in attacking anyone. I just... I just want to try to understand.” 
He went quiet, then added, “Please, Thisbe. Just a few minutes.” 

Thisbe continued her glare. She knew the Revinir was watching her closely. 
After a moment she turned to the dragon-woman. “Do you mind if I just take care 
of this a moment?” Under her breath she added, “If you get my meaning.” 

The Revinir’s eyes widened slightly. “Bold move,” she said. 

“Only if the moment presents itself, understand,” Thisbe said carefully. 

The other ghost dragons were still flying in and gathering around the Revinir. 
They seemed curious, and some of them bowed their heads slightly, which made 
the Revinir quite pleased. “Go ahead,” she said loud enough for Aaron to hear. 
“Bring Rohan to listen in so | can find out later what was said if I need to. And tell 
them Ill kill them in an instant if they try anything.” 

“Of course,” said Thisbe, then added snidely, “Since you obviously still don’t 
trust me, Rohan is welcome to tag along.” 

The Revinir’s face flickered. “I told you. I trust no one.” 

Thisbe started walking toward Quince. Rohan followed a few paces behind, a 
glazed look markedly present in his eyes. “Climb down from there,” Thisbe called 
to her brother. “Both of you, please.” 

Aaron and Ishibashi made their way to the ground and met Thisbe and Rohan. 
Thisbe’s pulse wouldn’t stop pounding in her ears like a ticking bomb. She had to 
stay in character. She had to trick her brother... and dear Ishibashi, her acting 
erandfather. It would be nearly impossible. 

The four stood together in a square, and Thisbe saw the sadness in their eyes 


that she’d caused. Aaron gazed at his sister for a moment, clearly emotional. He 
almost couldn’t speak. And when he did, he said something that threw Thisbe off 
her game. 

“This is all my fault,” Aaron whispered. “You're taking after me. Please, please 
don’t make the same mistakes I made. I’m here today to tell you that you will regret 
this for the rest of your life... like I regret my mistakes.” He took a breath. “Every 
day I relive my past like a recurring nightmare. Every day I face people who still 
hold scorn for what I’ve done. And I deserve it. But, Thisbe, my dear sister... I want 
you to know it’s not too late to come home. You have a chance that I didn’t have. 
And I’m begging you to take it. Come with us.” 

Thisbe had no idea Aaron would take some sort of blame for her wrongdoings. 
She glanced at Ishibashi, whose eyes were glistening. 

“This is your pivotal moment,” Ishibashi said quietly. “What you do next will 
define you. I believe you will make the right choice.” 

Thisbe swallowed hard, over and over again, trying to clear the lump that 
insisted on rising. And she held her eyes wide open, trying to get the wind to dry 
her tears. She spoke to herself silently, reminding herself why she was doing what 
she was doing. They were not done with this. The Revinir was thirty yards away 
and could kill any of them at any moment with a blast of fire. 

“There’s something else,” Aaron said. “It’s Fifer. She’s hurt. 1... I don’t know how 
badly.” 

Thisbe took in a sharp breath. Her mind swam. What had happened to Fifer? 
Had the red dragons done something? She felt sick. But she was so close to getting 
this right. If she left with Aaron, the Revinir would never trust her again, and all 
their work would be ruined. She'd go to Fifer immediately after she took care of the 
Revinir. Gathering strength, Thisbe stared Aaron right in the eye. “This meeting is 
a waste of time,” she said, trying to sound disgusted. 

But then a whisper came from her left. From Rohan, whose lips barely moved. 
“Thisbe, quickly. She’s standing alone. The ghost dragons can’t be hurt.” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened as tears slipped down Aaron’s cheek. Keeping her back to 
the Revinir, she slid her hand inside her jacket and secured the obliterate box. With 
a whisper of magic she opened it and removed the stone. 

Fingers trembling, she knew she had a fraction of a second before Aaron and 
Ishibashi would show surprise or fear on their faces—a fraction of a second to turn 
and aim and throw and kill the Revinir. The dragon-woman who had imprisoned 
her, who had nearly killed her and her friends multiple times. But who had also just 


revealed a little of herself for the first time. Thisbe’s heartstrings twanged against 
her will. She fought against her hesitation, but her body began to shake 
uncontrollably. The Revinir had to be taken out. There was no other option. This 
was the moment. Her moment. 

With the pebble pinched between her fingers, Thisbe withdrew her hand from 
her jacket. She turned and took aim. Then she threw the pebble with her shaking 
hand at the Revinir, crying “Obligerate!” 

Her eyes widened as she bungled the word, and she hastened to fix it. 
“Obliterate!” 

Rohan gasped. Aaron cried out, “What are you doing?” 

The pebble soared toward the Revinir, whose jaw opened in shock. Whose eyes 
showed her feeling of betrayal. The Revinir let out a cry as the pebble skimmed 
over her head, missing its target and hitting the ground just beyond her. It 
exploded on impact, sending sand and rocks flying and knocking the Revinir oft 
her feet. 

Thisbe had missed. The Revinir was not dead. Thisbe watched in absolute horror 
as everything she’d built up over the past weeks fell apart in an instant. She caught 
Aaron’s eye in a pure moment as they both realized what was happening. But when 
the Revinir rolled and got up, Thisbe grabbed Rohan’s wrist and yelled, “Everybody 
run!” 

As Thisbe and Rohan ran for the edge of the forest, and Aaron fumbled for 
components, Ishibashi sent two throwing stars flying at the Revinir’s face, striking 
her. He timed a third to soar straight into her open mouth, coinciding with her 
angry roar. It embedded into the back of her throat. 

The dragon-woman let out a scream and a thick spray of fire that swept over the 
ground like a giant fireball, building in size as it went. There was nowhere safe for 
the two men to go. Ishibashi shoved Aaron behind Quince for cover, then tried to 
dive out of the fireball’s way. But the old scientist wasn’t fast enough, and the ball 
of flames engulfed him. His knees buckled and he fell to the ground. 

Aaron stumbled, then regained his footing as a thin wall of flames passed over 
him. Scorched, he turned and saw his mentor on the ground. He threw his body on 
top of Ishibashi’s to douse the flames and rolled him over. “Quince! Help us!” Aaron 
screamed. 

The ghost dragon scooped up Aaron and Ishibashi before the Revinir could send 
another wave of fire. He took off at a velocity rarely seen in ghost dragons, heading 
south toward Ashguard’s palace. As Thisbe and Rohan disappeared into the thick 


of the forest, the Revinir sent another ball of fire at the rising ghost dragon, but 
could do no harm to Quince’s underside. 

The rest of the ghost dragons surrounded the Revinir, raising their wings around 
her to trap her and delay her from going after either party. When Quince had 
moved out of the Revinir’s fiery range, he used his tail to put the two men gently 
on his back, one at a time, as he continued flying. 

Aaron, scorched and blistering, rolled to his side as the throbbing pain began 
and grew. “I’m coming, Ishibashi!” he cried, his voice ragged. He pushed himself to 
his feet and stumbled across the dragon’s back to the scientist. In the distance the 
Revinir let out a frustrated, bloodcurdling roar. 

Aaron stared at Ishibashi’s limp body, then quickly knelt by the old man’s side. 
He checked the scientist’s vital signs, cursing himself all the while for not bringing 
medicine with him. 

But Ishibashi had no pulse. No heartbeat. Aaron bent his face near the scientist’s 
but could detect no breath left inside him. The young man tried his best to revive 
Ishibashi, ignoring his own agonizing pain. But in time, Ishibashi’s neck and chest 
erew cold beneath Aaron’s hands. After too long, Aaron finally gave up. Heaving 
and exhausted, he looked at the man’s face. Ishibashi... was dead. 

Aaron’s eyes widened as unshed tears burned them. But then a desperate, 
wretched sob escaped. He took in a sharp breath, and more sobs came. Sick, angry, 
broken sobs. Sobs that had never come when his own parents had died. But 
Ishibashi had been more than a parent. “No!” Aaron screamed. “No!” 

An overwhelming feeling and an intense realization enveloped Aaron, pressing 
down like a weight on his chest. The man who'd rescued him. The man who'd taken 
him in. Who'd shown him love and had taught him discipline. Who'd promised just 
moments ago to spend the rest of forever with him... Ishibashi was dead. How could 
it be? He’d died. 

As Aaron sat numb on the back of a ghost dragon with the scientist’s body in his 
arms, his mind spun between sorrow and wonder. He felt the weight on his chest 
lifting and lightening. The soul of the beautiful old man seemed to leave its burned 
shell and rise to the air, moving far away to the east, taking bits of Aaron’s sorrows 
and one of his biggest fears with it. 

As Fifer and Dev struggled to survive at Ashguard’s palace, and as Thisbe and 
Rohan ran for their lives toward the forest, something incredibly sad and horrible 
yet tremendously important had just occurred. And it changed everything for 
Aaron. For his future. For his life... and for his death. 


Ishibashi Junpei, grandfather, scientist immortal, had died. But in the midst of 
deepest, darkest sorrow, grief, and loss, Aaron could squint and barely see a tiny 


ray of light. Leading Ishibashi home. 
YP» «« 


The Revinir broke free from her ghost-dragon prison. The two traitors were out of 
sight in the forest, but she could smell them easily enough. It would only be a 
matter of time before she had them back in her grasp. The question now was what 
she would do to them. As the Revinir rose up above the trees to track them, her 
eyes narrowed in anger and her heart grew colder than ever before. She’d let Thisbe 
in, and the girl had cruelly turned on her. How dare she? The dragon-woman 
wouldn’t make that mistake again. 

As Thisbe and Rohan stumbled through the forest, fleeing for their lives, a faint, 
desperate whisper of a single word fought to bridge the distance and found its way 
to Thisbe’s ear. But then a furious roar from the Revinir revealed that she was 
closing in, and the word was gone on the wind. 

Water. 
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The Chase 


hehe Stove had owed ee cbincemate the kont 

Her spell had struck the ground and exploded behind the dragon-woman, 
knocking her down, but only for a moment. In seconds the Revinir was back 
up—and furious. While Aaron and Ishibashi exchanged fire with the Revinir, 
Thisbe and Rohan escaped into the forest of Grimere. But the evil ruler was 
soon on their tail again, roaring and spraying fire in all directions. 

The two dodged the flames from the Revinir’s blasts and kept running. 
They knew she couldn't see them, and she couldn’t squeeze her body between 
the trees to go after them, but her random bursts of fire could still reach the 
fugitives—and all the timber surrounding them. 

“You betrayed me!” the Revinir shouted down. Her voice hitched. To 
Thisbe, she sounded... devastated. And... possibly in pain? 

Between roars and flames, the dragon-woman reached her claws into her 
mouth and scraped around, trying to dislodge the throwing star that Ishibashi 
had implanted there moments ago. The first two weapons that had hit her in 
the forehead had barely nicked her thick skin and bounced off, one of them 
leaving a trickle of blood. But the metal star in the back of her throat was 
stuck fast, and the tissue surrounding it was swelling up. 


Below, Thisbe’s expression flickered as thoughts about all that had just 
happened pounded her. What a terrible mess she’d made! She was devastated 
by her failure to use the obliterate spell properly. Now everything was in 
chaos. Shed put Aaron and Ishibashi in danger and left them to fend for 
themselves. And she and Rohan were about to get burned to a crisp. 

The two didn’t respond to the Revinir’s shouts. They ran as quietly as they 
could for a while, then spied a large fallen tree and slid under its branches for 
cover. Too late, they realized the remaining dead leaves of the tree were brittle 
—the leaves would catch fast if the Revinir figured out where to aim her 
blasts. But their smartest option was to stay still and quiet. 

“How do we get out of here?” Rohan whispered. 

Thisbe looked back the way they’d come. “The desert is back there,” she 
said, “so that means the road and the crater lake are this way.” She pointed to 
the south, then frowned. “I think.” Neither of them knew their way through 
this end of the forest. They were far from the castle and the city of Grimere. 
The thick expanse of trees spread through the entire center of the land of the 
dragons: One end was near the castle; the other was close to the cavelands 
where the ghost dragons dwelled. Dragonsmarche and the crater lake were 
somewhere between those two points on the other side of the road. 

No matter where they were at the moment, Thisbe knew that they had to 
stay hidden in the thicker parts of the forest in order to keep the Revinir from 
diving down and snatching them up in her claws or blasting them with her 
furnace breath. They could hear her circling above the treetops. 

“Rohan,” the Revinir called, slurring her words a bit because of the metal 
star in her throat, “I command you to stop Thisbe! Bring her to the dragon 
path where I can see her!” Then she muttered, “I should never have ordered 
him to obey that traitor.” 

Thisbe and Rohan’s eyes widened. The Revinir still believed Rohan was 
under her mind control. She hadn’t yet figured out that they'd been tricking 
her all this time. 

“What should I do?” Thisbe whispered, her chin in the dirt. “The version of 
Thisbe I've been pretending to be would try to take control of the situation. 
Not apologize for almost killing her, but accuse her of hurting Fifer and 
telling her she deserved to be attacked. That would startle her, I think, in the 
right way. Should I tell her that’s what I was reacting to, and declare that I'm 


sorry I didn’t manage to kill her?” She paused and cringed. What would that 
lead to? “Or should I try to explain some other way?” 

Rohan looked at her, concerned. “I... think it’s over, pria.” 

“What? What do you mean?” 

“This whole act you've been doing.” He shifted in the detritus under the 
tree as ants crawled on them. “It’s done. There’s no coming back from what 
happened.” 

Thisbe stayed silent, the blood draining from her face as she tried to 
comprehend what he was saying. Rohan continued gently. “Do you really think 
you can go back to her and try to salvage this fake relationship? I just can’t see 
it ever being repaired. It took you so long to get her to trust you, and after 
what took place back there—after what you just did to her—the farce is over. 
You tried to kill her, Thiz. And she’s well aware it wasn’t a mistake.” 

Thisbe’s thoughts continued whirring as she attempted to come up with a 
way to reconcile with the Revinir and keep this going. She’d worked so hard to 
get here. Poured her heart and soul into this! But the damage had been done. 
Thisbe dropped her head into her hands. There was no explaining away her 
attempt to kill the dragon-woman—it had changed their strengthening 
relationship in an instant, and the Revinir would never forgive her, no matter 
what story she concocted to try to explain it. Thisbe had messed it up. The 
fragile trust had been broken. The Revinir was way too hardened, and this 
betrayal would only harden her more. There was no way to fix it. “It is over, 
isn’t it,” Thisbe said, resigned. She lifted her head to look at Rohan as the 
weight of it all came down on her. “Everything I've worked toward and all we 
sacrificed for this... I just messed it up in a single move.” 

“You still have one obliterate component,” Rohan reminded her. “Do you 
want to try again?” 

Thisbe peered up around the fallen tree, trying to locate the Revinir above 
the treetops. “Too many branches. I can’t even see her. I'll miss again.” She 
sighed and gathered her thoughts. “We need to focus on getting out of here, | 
think.” 

Rohan nodded. “Yes. Find the others and see about Fifer’s injuries. I hope 
she’s all right.” 

“The Revinir is going to round up her people and dragons,” Thisbe said, 
thinking about what would happen next. “We need to be ready when she 
comes after us. Oh,” she moaned, “what have I done? I’ve put everyone in so 


1” 


much danger!” She thought of the interaction with Aaron and Ishibashi. They 
hadn't fled with her and Rohan, which meant they probably believed Thisbe 
had turned on them for real. “They’re going to hate me. And all of this 
damage... for nothing.” 

Rohan reached for Thisbe’s hand and laced his fingers with hers. “We're 
going to figure this out,” he said, but he didn’t sound sure. 

“And Fifer,” Thisbe whispered, her voice catching. “I wonder what 
happened to her. We’re going to need her help. And Dev’s.” 

Almost as if on cue, an echo of a whisper filled Thisbe’s ear. Water. 

Thisbe turned to Rohan. “Did you hear something?” 

He shook his head and put a finger to his lips. The random fire strikes were 
getting closer, and they could smell smoke. 

Thisbe was certain she’d heard the word. It had to be from Fifer. Could 
their telepathic communication system reach this far? And why water? 
Perhaps, in her injured state, she was in need of a drink. Somebody please give 
Fifer some water! 

In that quiet moment, the crackles of the forest around them grew louder 
and more consistent. Rohan shifted to look behind them, and he gasped. “The 
trees are burning,” he said. “Lots of them.” 

Thisbe forgot the whisper in her ear and turned sharply to look at the areas 
of flames growing around them. The Revinir had set the forest of Grimere on 
fire. And Thisbe and Rohan were trapped in the midst of it. 





Taking Care 


Aaron, holding Ishibashi’s dead body in his arms, could barely get out his 
instructions to Quince. “Fly as quickly as possible to Ashguard’s palace.” He 
choked, then added, “Please hurry.” The rest of the team members would be 
there already. He looked down at the silent, small body of the man who'd 
taught him what goodness was. The man who'd loved him when he'd felt 
unlovable. Ishibashi had given him a second chance to make something good 
with his life. He’d died pushing Aaron out of the way of the Revinir’s flames, 
even though he was immortal. Or so Aaron had thought. 

He closed his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I hope you didn’t suffer.” 
After a long moment, Aaron lifted his head. He reached into his vest and 
found a send component. He opened it, took out the tiny pencil attached, and 
wrote: 


Dear Kaylee, 


Gather Ito and Sato. Brace yourselves for shocking, terrible news, and hold 
each other close, for I must tell you that our beloved Ishibashi has died. He was 
killed by the Revinir as he saved my life. It was a swift, unexpected attack, and 
I have minor burns but am otherwise all right. Shock is still muddling my 
thoughts, but I wanted to let you know right away. 


Love, 


Aaron 


Aaron let out a ragged sob, then took a breath and blew it out slowly. He 
concentrated on his wife and released the send spell. It left a trail of smoke to 
the east and disappeared. Then he pulled out another component to tell a 
similar story. 


Dear Florence, 


Brace yourself for shocking, terrible news. Ishibashi and I ran into the Revinir, 
Thisbe, and Rohan. Thisbe confirmed our worst fears, but then she changed 
suddenly and tried to kill the Revinir with an obliterate spell. She missed, 
which is so unlikely, and the Revinir retaliated and killed Ishibashi. Thisbe and 
Rohan ran off into the forest. I'm unsure about where my sister stands, but I 
fear she’s gone rogue against us all, and weve lost her forever. Pm on my way to 
Ashguard’ palace with Ishibashi and Quince. If you have time... prepare a 
burial spot. 


Your friend, 


Aaron 


He sat back, his skin on fire, burns weeping, body aching, and he closed his 
eyes again. Ishibashi had died, and that was not only shocking and sad, but 
confusing as well. To what extent had ingesting the glowing seaweed affected 
them? Aaron and the scientists had all thought it made them immortal. Ito 
and Sato were both over 115 years old by now and still functioning quite well. 
Ishibashi had only taken one dose in his lifetime, when he was already a 
middle-aged man. Aaron had been a teenager when they'd administered the 
dose to him to save his life. But it was apparent now that the seaweed didn’t 
save them from everything. Perhaps the small amount had been ingested so 
long ago that it had made Ishibashi vulnerable. In that case, what did it mean 
for Aaron? And for the other two scientists? 

It was something he'd have to discuss with Ito and Sato when he returned. 
If he returned. It was still too soon to know what was going to shape their lives 


in the coming days, but one thing was now painfully clear—there was no 
promise that Aaron would survive it. 

Added to that, while he was worried about Fifer, he was extremely 
confused by what had happened with Thisbe. Her actions were inexplicable. 
She'd said horrible things to him, then suddenly turned and attempted to kill 
the Revinir, but... missed? Was she going for an even bigger power grab than 
anyone had imagined, taking on the Revinir and all of Artime? 

Or... had she missed the Revinir on purpose? It wasn’t like Thisbe to mess 
up a spell. He didn’t know if she’d ever done it before. As one of Artime’s best 
mages, Thisbe didn’t make mistakes when it came to launching a spell she'd 
handled before. So what had happened there? And why had Rohan gone along 
with all of it? Did she have some sort of power over him? Had she figured out 
how to control people in the same way the Revinir had done? 

Something felt terribly off. Thisbe had become someone they all might 
need to be afraid of. Did the people of Artimé have two enemies now, 
including the identical twin of their head mage? Was history repeating itself 
before Aaron’s very eyes, but he’d been too stubborn to see it for what it was 
until this moment? 

With Ishibashi gone in an instant, Aaron was deeply worried about the 
Revinir’s vast firepower. She could’ve taken Aaron out just as swiftly. Would 
any of his other friends fail to survive whatever lay before them? Aaron had 
never felt so much darkness in all of his life. Things had gone too far—and the 
Revinir and Thisbe seemed unstoppable. What if there was no way out of the 
disaster that seemed to be steamrolling toward them? 





On the Run 


lhek emo e hilon through the forest and hung over Thisbe and Rohan. 
Sprays of fire scorched and ignited the trees around them. When flames crept 
to the fallen tree they were hiding under, setting the dead leaves around them 
ablaze, the two knew they had to run for it. 

“This way,” Thisbe whispered, trying to stay calm as smoke burned her 
throat. They held hands and kept low. Thisbe felt sick. This reminded her of 
when they were in the castle dungeon searching through the maze of 
passageways for Maiven Taveer while the drawbridge and building burned. If 
only the results of this venture turned out as well or better, maybe things 
would be okay. But that was a big if. Just thinking about her flub forced a 
groan from deep inside her. She’d been so close to ending the Revinir’s reign, 
freeing the people and dragons of Grimere, setting the ghost dragons free to 
go to their next lives, and restoring the rulership to Maiven and the dragons. 
And she'd completely biffed it. It made her want to give up. 

The two caught sight of the river but didn’t take the time to get near 
enough for a drink. Instead they continued moving forward through the thick 
mass of trees and hoped the forest canopy would give them the best protection 
from the Revinir’s keen senses. With any luck the smoke would shield their 


scent from the dragon-woman. They skirted around spot fires and ducked 
when another blast came through the foliage. When Rohan’s shirttail caught 
fire, Thisbe shoved him to the ground to put it out. 

She helped him to his feet, and they continued painstakingly, trying not to 
let the leaves and twigs crunch under their shoes. Hoping whatever sounds 
they did make were masked by the crackle of fire. Praying they were going the 
right way. How far would they have to travel before they spotted the road? 
Before the Revinir realized she was destroying her own land? Before the smoke 
completely disoriented them and they were lost for good? 

As the forest became thick with smoke and the fiery sections more 
plentiful, Thisbe started to panic. Would they ever make it out? Were they 
even going in the right direction? Soon they could barely see ten feet in front 
of them because of the haze, and they struggled not to cough and give away 
their location. They came upon an entire section of the forest ablaze and had 
to detour around it. 

When the trees began to thin and smoky sunlight filtered in between them, 
Thisbe realized the edge of the forest couldn't be too far off. She looked up, 
catching a glimpse of the Revinir’s wings overhead. The dragon-woman 
snarled something about the forest fire, and then she belted out a mighty roar. 

Thisbe and Rohan cringed and ran as the roar triggered images to flash in 
their minds. “This is bad,” whispered Rohan as the new, real scales on his arms 
and legs stood on end. “She’s calling in more dragons. We'll never get out of 
here without being seen.” 

Many of the dragons were already close by since the Revinir had roared in 
anger at Thisbe for trying to kill her. As the first ones circled around her, the 
Revinir shouted an order. “Get water from the river and the crater lake! And 
put this fire out before my entire land is destroyed.” She was quiet a moment 
as the air swarmed with more arriving dragons. Then she added, in a menacing 
growl that was more to herself than to the dragons, “If you see Thisbe Stowe, 
don’t bother bringing her to me. Just kill her.” 





Slipping Away 


Thishe glanced fearfully at the river. Would it be too dangerous to use it to 
escape? With flames closing in, she and Rohan might not have a choice. The 
smoke was making their eyes run and their lungs seize up. They struggled to 
breathe. They had to get away from the Revinir, no matter the risk. “Into the 
river,” Thisbe whispered. 

“But the dragons will be downstream fetching water,” Rohan argued in a 
harsh whisper. “She’s ordered them to kill you!” 

“It’s our only way out of here,” Thisbe replied. Tears from the smoke 
streaked her face. She thought about how Dev had hidden from the Revinir 
and the red dragons in the river. “The dragons are heading for the largest 
clearings along the dragon path, where it’s easier for them to land and move 
around. We’ll sneak in over here, away from them,” she said, pointing in the 
direction she believed was the right way out. “We'll stay low in the water and 
hope nobody sees us. Then we'll float in the current until were out of this 
forest, under the bridge, and on the other side of the road.” She coughed 
violently into her sleeve, and they both froze, waiting to see if the Revinir had 
heard her. When nothing happened, Thisbe continued. “Have you learned to 
swim yet?” 

Rohan gave her a look. “You mean in my spare time?” 


Thisbe stifled a grin. “I thought Ms. Octavia was going to teach all of the 
people from Grimere.” 

“She did start lessons,” Rohan admitted, “but Maiven and I had to leave 
after the first one because of... well, because of you becoming a traitor. But I'll 
be fine.” 

“Just hold on to me.” 

“I intend to.” 

Thisbe raised an eyebrow, and despite the urgency, she gave him a soft kiss 
on his ash-smudged cheek. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go.” She led the way with 
Rohan close behind her, and they crept across the forest floor, breathing 
through the fabric of their shirts to try to keep from inhaling too much smoke 
and inducing another coughing fit. Finally they made it to the riverbank. 
Enormous dragons were descending into a clearing in the depths of the forest, 
far away along the river. 

“That must be the dragon path, down there,” Rohan whispered. 

Thisbe nodded. Seeing her chance, she slipped into the river. 

Rohan hesitated, eyeing the distant dragons. When he was assured they 
hadn’t noticed Thisbe, he followed her in, still scared—the river was wide 
enough that the dragons could travel the length of it without having to knock 
down too many trees to get to them. “Stay low,” he whispered to Thisbe as he 
reached for her hand again. “We can’t be seen, or you're dead. And if you're 
dead, IIl be lost forever.” It was too devastating to think about. Especially 
since he’d thought he’d lost her once already. 

Thisbe threaded her fingers in Rohan’s and waded toward the middle of the 
river, where the water was chest deep. They both took a long, much-needed 
drink as they crept forward. 

“Everything is bumpy,” Rohan whispered. “How do you know what yowre 
stepping on?” 

“You don’t.” 

Rohan cringed and stayed close to her. “Do the fish, like, do anything to 
you?” 

“They might slip up your trouser leg and wiggle around,” said Thisbe. “Be 
careful.” 

“You're... joking.” 

Thisbe gave him an eerie look. “You never know with fish.” 


Rohan’s face turned gray. He decided not to ask any more questions. They 
half floated with the current in the brisk water. The air was clearer directly 
above the water, which made it easier to breathe if you weren’t busy worrying 
about fish flopping around inside your pants. 

They could hear a group of dragons ahead of them, presumably along the 
bridge. The creatures were jostling for a spot near the river to suck in a 
mouthful of water as instructed. “I think we have a problem,” Thisbe 
whispered. “How are we going to get past them?” 

“Wait it out?” suggested Rohan. “Maybe there will be a break in the flow 
once this batch collects their water and heads out.” They continued forward, 
water lapping their chins as they remained hunched. “Can you see anything 
yet?” 

“Not much.” The tree branches, covered with leaves, obstructed their view, 
but smoke-filtered light shone stronger now. They were getting close. 

Finally the edge of the forest was in clear view, and the two could see an 
expanse of grass with the road beyond it. The river flowed several feet below a 
bridge. Dragons moved about alongside it, gathering water. 

The smoke wafted over Thisbe and Rohan, but it was less thick here, and 
the crackle of fire became softer behind them. The two watched the majestic 
mind-controlled dragons do their jobs. Thisbe peered down the road, trying to 
figure out where they were. Nothing looked familiar. When she looked to the 
east, in the direction of the castle, she couldn’t see it at all. But she could see 
hills peeping up and soon recognized them as the ones between 
Dragonsmarche and the crater lake. She’d climbed over them a few times, and 
that was also where she and Rohan had first met Quince and Gorgrun. The 
ghost dragons had arrived just in time to bring them to the castle to save 
Maiven Taveer. The distance to those hills told Thisbe that they were a long 
way from anywhere civilized, which meant she and Rohan might not be all 
that far from Ashguard’s palace in the other direction, to the west, where Fifer 
and Dev were. Could they possibly find it? The road would lead them in the 
right direction. But first, could they get past these dragons? 

Thisbe wasn’t sure how long they could wait to make their move. The water 
wasn't freezing, but it was brisk. Her teeth wanted to chatter, but she held her 
mouth closed. 

The reminder from Fifer’s whisper returned to Thisbe. Water. They were 
definitely in water now. Thisbe tried to send a message back to Fifer. Are you 


okay? Rohan and I are in the river. 

There was no response. She tried again. Were trying to escape dragons so we 
can get to you. Is water the secret to us getting out of here? Still nothing. Thisbe 
looked at Rohan, who was studying the sky. “I don’t think this is going to 
work,” she whispered. 

“The dragons just keep coming,” Rohan said. They were like flocks of giant 
birds circling and swooping down, waiting for their turn to gather water as 
the Revinir had bidden them to do. 

“We'll have to wait it out.” Thisbe shivered, and she and Rohan huddled 
together to share their warmth. She thought again about Dev and how he'd 
made it through his ordeal, and she told Rohan about it to give him strength 
too. 

They stayed quiet in the forest shadows, twenty yards or so from the road, 
waiting for all the dragons to have their turn. But there was no end. Thisbe 
spotted Ivis the green, doing as the Revinir had commanded, and a pang of 
longing pierced through her. Why couldn’t things be back to normal? Why 
had Thisbe missed with the obliterate component? This nightmare would all 
be over if she’d done her job right. 

Pan came down after a while. It was a sad sight to see the ruler of the sea 
doing the Revinir’s bidding. Waves of emotion caught Thisbe unprepared once 
more, and tears sprang to her eyes. Was there any chance they could fix this 
after she’d messed it all up? What had she been thinking? How could she have 
bungled such an important spell? 

Thisbe closed her eyes and gave in to the truth. She knew how. She'd felt 
sorry for the Revinir. It was deeply painful to admit, but it was true. The 
dragon-woman’s story of childhood loneliness had touched Thisbe; there was 
no denying it. And in that instant of sending off the deadly spell, Thisbe had 
wavered. Now all her work over the past months had been for nothing. They 
were further from overthrowing the Revinir than ever, and the blame for that 
rested squarely on Thisbe’s shoulders. “Ugh,” she muttered, shaking her head. 

“Are you all right?” whispered Rohan. 

Thisbe opened her eyes. “Yeah,” she said, resigned. “Just... thinking.” 

Rohan gazed at her, concerned. He released his embrace and saw that her 
lips held a bluish tinge. He felt the cold water rush in between them and 
returned to her side, wrapping his arms around her to preserve their waning 
warmth, and perhaps offer comfort for whatever she’d been ruminating over. 


They were stuck here for the foreseeable future, unless something amazing 
happened. 

Just before they could take the cold no longer, something amazing did 
happen. 

Drock the dark purple dragon appeared, flying low along the edge of the 
forest, trying not to act like he was searching for anyone. Trying to appeared 
glazed and obedient, like the rest of the dragons. 

“Look,” Rohan whispered, releasing Thisbe. 

Thisbe looked. “It’s Drock!” she whispered. The two surged forward in the 
water, hoping his keen eye would connect with them in the shadows of the 
forest’s edge. Hoping he was looking for them after the Revinir had made it 
clear that Thisbe was out here. 

Drock flew over the river, then circled around, waiting his turn. When a 
space opened up along the road nearest them, he landed with his back to 
them. He drew water into his mouth and trained his eyes on the river, turning 
his head slowly to look behind him. Somehow sensing the two, Drock spotted 
them, and he gave them a meaningful look. Then, in one motion, he lifted his 
snout and flung his long, ropelike tail into the water toward them. 

Thisbe looked at Rohan. “This is risky.” 

“We don’t have a choice.” 

They waded forward and grabbed ahold of the dragon’s tail. Drock curled it 
around them and brought them onto his back, trying to do so quickly yet 
stealthily so they wouldn’t be seen. The two flattened, but they knew they 
were still visible. Drock was no ghost dragon when it came to anyone being 
able to hide on his back. But they'd have to take their chances. 

Drock loosened his grip but kept his tail coiled around the two humans to 
give them some cover. If anybody looked closely, they'd think the sight strange. 
The dragon lifted off, trying to get higher than all the other dragons before 
anyone noticed he was carrying two stowaways. He dropped his mouthful of 
water onto the burning forest, then headed out toward the crater lake, 
pretending to go after another load of water. 

The Revinir, hovering above the forest, narrowed her eyes and watched him 


go. 





Barely Hanging On 


Asend spell reply from Kaylee made its way to Aaron as he neared the palace. 


Aaron, 


Your news of our dear Ishibashi’s death has rocked us all. Ito and Sato are 
devastated, and Sato has taken ill. We’ve heard from Carina, who is on her way 
here with the fleet of ghost dragons to pick us up and join you in the fight. I'll 
tell her what happened in person. 


I’m hesitant to leave Daniel with Ito under these circumstances since he has 
Sato to look after. So much going on. Take extra care, please—we all love you so 
much. 


Kaylee 


Aaron blew out a breath and wiped his eyes, then dropped his hands in his 
lap. He could only imagine how Ito and Sato were taking the news—could 
they even believe it? It worried Aaron that Sato had taken ill over it. He 
wished he could be there with them to tell them everything. He hoped that, on 
the other side of the pain, the men would find a bit of peace in Ishibashi’s 


death. Like Aaron, alongside their grief they must have immediately thought 
that there was hope for them to someday be able to pass on as well. Aaron 
knew that would comfort them eventually, if not right away. For so many 
years they'd wondered if the seaweed had made them immortal—and they'd 
assumed it had caused their unprecedented long lives. That stress of long life 
had taken its toll, especially on their bodies that continued to age. 

“Is everything all right back there?” Quince asked. He looked over his 
shoulder at Aaron holding Ishibashi’s lifeless body. The dragon’s eyes flickered 
as if he just remembered what had happened. In a more sympathetic voice, he 
asked, “Are you holding up?” 

“Tm all right,” said Aaron. “Anxious to get to Ashguard’s palace, which is 
where we are going, right?” Even in his stunned grief he knew to keep 
reminding the forgetful ghost dragon of their destination. 

“Abhh,” said Quince, turning to look ahead again, and then to the left and 
right. “Yes. Yes, that is where we appear to be headed. Is Ashguard expecting 
us?” 

Aaron closed his eyes. He didn’t have it in him to remind Quince that the 
old black-eyed Suresh family leader hadn’t been seen in years and was 
presumed dead. “They're expecting us,” he said, and left it at that. 


» » « 


After a while they spotted the crater lake to their left. Quince angled slightly 
away from it, turning west, and soon Aaron could make out a small hill with a 
large, broken-down palace situated on it. To the right was a mountain range 
that separated the palace from the cavelands. On the other side was an 
orchard, and a village rose up beyond that. As they drew closer, Aaron could 
see four red, motionless masses around the palace. With a sickening start he 
realized they were slain dragons—which meant Fifer had been truthful about 
being surrounded by them. Somehow, someone had gotten them all. 

Aaron’s mind returned to Fifer, and his worries spiked anew. Was she all 
right? With death in his arms, he was reminded of the fragility of life. And 
with four dead dragons on the grounds, Aaron knew that whoever had slayed 
them could have life-threatening injuries. He scanned the overgrowth, 
spotting Astrid and Gorgrun resting outside near Florence, who was standing 


with Seth, pointing to the dead dragons. The Magical Warrior trainer seemed 
fully repaired and back to her old self. 

Relieved, Aaron sat up higher and tried to push away the darkness. 
“Quince, let’s land in that open spot near the other ghost dragons,” he 
directed. 

Quince did as requested, and once they were on the ground, Florence and 
Seth came swiftly toward them. Simber emerged from the courtyard, which 
had been turned into a temporary hospital ward for the two injured teenagers. 
With solemn faces they greeted one another. Then Florence took Ishibashi’s 
body and carried it to the grass. Seth laid a blanket over it. Aaron slid down 
the ghost dragon’s wing, and Florence greeted him with a gentle embrace. 
Simber and Aaron exchanged a strange look. The cheetah was one of the few 
who knew the truth about the magic seaweed, so news of Ishibashi’s death had 
been especially shocking to him. There wasn’t a chance to discuss it in private 
at the moment, though. 

“Are you all right?” Florence looked Aaron over, then checked his wounds. 
She started pulling medicine out of her waist pouch. 

“TIl manage,” Aaron said. “How is Fifer?” 

“She’s woken up a couple of times,” Seth said. “I think she’s going to be 
okay. Dev, on the other hand...” 

“Dev? He’s here too?” 

Seth nodded. “He’s badly hurt. There are a lot of strange things happening 
that we don’t understand.” 

Florence agreed and began treating Aaron’s wounds. “I’m hoping we'll be 
able to find out what’s going on when Fifer awakens for good.” 

“You have enough medicine to spare?” Aaron didn’t want them to use any 
on him if they were running low. 

“Yes, we have everything. We just need more time.” Florence smiled grimly, 
then took a long look at Ishibashi’s body. “I can’t imagine... That must have 
been so hard for you. We're all a mess over it.” She looked like she wanted to 
know more but didn’t want to press him. 

Aaron’s face went numb. He nodded. “I’ve informed the others back home. 
Kaylee is going to tell Carina when she arrives—she should be there in a day or 
two, right? I can’t seem to keep track of the time.” 

“It depends on how fast she can get the ghost drrragons to fly,” said Simber. 
“They’rrre not the speediest mode of trrransporrrt, but we'll take what we can 


get. I expect it'll be severrral days beforrre they arrrive back herrre.” 

“We'll come up with instructions for them on the route to take so they’re 
not detected,” said Aaron. He winced as his burns began to throb. “I could go 
for some herb capsules for pain if you've truly got enough to spare, Florence. 
And Td like to see Fifer and everybody else.” 

“We brought half of Henry’s supply of herbs with us,” Florence said. “And 
he'll bring more. In fact, Pl write to him to make sure. We need every 
protection we can get.” She turned to Seth. “Will you stay with the body? We'll 
be back soon to dig the grave.” 

“Oh,” said Seth, alarmed. But he wanted to do whatever he could to help. 
“Yes, of course.” He settled into the idea, then added, “Make sure you try to 
give Fife some water. She keeps asking for it, but then pushing it away.” 

Florence flashed a grateful look. “Thanks. We will.” 





Deep Thoughts 


Seth had never watched over a dead body before. And the fact that it was 
Ishibashi, someone he’d known and thought of as a grandfather almost all his 
life, made it even weirder and sadder. The man’s clothes had been scorched 
and his body burned. It had been shocking to see, and Seth was grateful for 
the blanket covering Ishibashi now. But Seth was sure he'd never forget it, 
which made him even more distressed. He tried to replace the image with a 
different one—Ishibashi smiling in the greenhouse. That helped a little. 

He wondered things as he sat with the sun on his back. Had Ishibashi 
languished, feeling all the pain from the Revinir’s fiery breath? Or had he died 
instantly, like Alex had? Seth had thought a lot about death ever since that 
incident with Alex. What happened when life was over? Was it just... 
nothingness? When a person’s body failed to stay alive, what happened to their 
personality? Their spirit? Their emotions and everything that was invisible 
inside their bodies—weren’t those things that couldnt be killed? Did they 
just... disappear? Or were they, like, hovering in the air all around? Or off on 
some afterlife adventure with all the other dead spirits? 

Seth shifted in the grass and slowly turned his head, looking for souls in the 
air. Perhaps there was some other place they all gathered, like ghost dragons 
flocking to the cavelands to wait for whatever came next. Seth hoped that was 


the case—it was easier to think of the ones they'd lost that way. Together. 
Having an adventure. Maybe it was silly and childish, but it eased Seth’s pain. 

He would miss the lost ones in the meantime. Tears came to Seth’s eyes 
when he thought about what life in Artimé would be like without Ishibashi. 
Obviously the grandfathers were very old, and everyone had expected them to 
die by now, but it still seemed so wrong and strange to picture life without 
them. Seth cried for a few minutes as some of the numbness wore off. 
Ishibashi had invited him and Thisbe and Fifer into his greenhouse when they 
were small to learn how to grow delicious applecorn and other hybrid 
produce, as well as the herbs that were infused with magic and used for 
healing. Hed let them tinker with the instruments they'd salvaged from 
shipwrecks and play hide-and-seek in the maze of stone hallways in the 
scientists’ living quarters. 

Every time someone died, Seth was struck by pain stronger than he could 
remember from the previous time. He hadn't known his real father, who'd died 
in Artime’s first battle, so that death didn’t affect him like the others. 
Sometimes Seth felt bad about that when he saw the pain in his mother’s eyes. 
Even though she was happy in her relationship with Sean Ranger, Seth knew 
she wouldn't forget his father. He wished everyone could all just go home and 
have nothing bad happen ever again. 

Seth let out a heavy breath and wiped his eyes. He looked around the 
property and noticed Simber and Aaron in a quiet conversation by the river. 
Seth had explored the grounds a little in the short time they'd been here and 
wondered if perhaps burying Ishibashi by the orchard would be nice. It felt 
right. With a pang he thought about Kaylee and the other grandfathers. They 
would miss saying good-bye. 

Maybe it was better for them not to see the body and the burial. To 
remember Ishibashi with his clever smile and kind words. Alive. Not like... 
this. Seth didn’t think he'd ever forget the way Ishibashi had looked before 
he'd put the blanket over him. He didn’t want Ito and Sato to see that. 

Florence returned with a shovel she'd fashioned out of a sapling and a piece 
of metal she’d found in the open-air kitchen. “Come, Seth. Let’s say our good- 
byes.” She reached down and carefully picked up the body. 

“I was thinking near the orchard would be nice,” said Seth. 

“I agree. Here come Aaron and Simber.” 


Soon after, Sky and Maiven emerged from the center tower to meet up 
with the rest. “Maiven showed me a comfortable library in the bulb at the top 
of the big center tower,” Sky told them, as the others hadn’t had a chance to 
venture inside yet. Maiven had of course been a frequent visitor to the palace 
many years ago before the coup, but she’d also been by recently, after her 
prison escape, to see if the library still existed and to borrow some of 
Ashguard’s books. 

“We plan to transport Fifer and Dev up there,” Sky continued. “They'll be 
more comfortable. I think we'll be stationed here for a while.” 

“The staircase is made of iron and stone,” Maiven informed Simber and 
Florence. “It seems wide enough and strong enough for you, although the 
opening to the library might need some construction work done to enlarge it 
for Simber to get through. He'd be able to hear everything from the top of the 
stairs, though, for now.” 

“Thank you,” said Florence. “That’s good news. We'll all have a look after we 
pay our respects.” Florence weaved around the dead dragons, and Maiven and 
Seth and the rest of them followed. None of them remarked about the 
enormous eyesores, or the fact that the dead beasts were already attracting 
flies and other insects. There was no way to move them. It was depressing. 

Everyone gathered around at the edge of the orchard. Soon Florence’s 
shovel gave a sickening zing as it hit the dirt. Sky caught Seth’s eye from across 
the gravesite, and they both flinched at the second zing. How many more 
graves would there be before this was over? 





Speculation 


After Ishibashi’s body had been placed in the grave, Florence, Aaron, and Seth 
said a few words about how Ishibashi had affected them. Aaron spoke through 
tears and sobs. “I wouldn't be here if it weren't for him,” he said when he could 
get the words out. “He changed my life. I'm just... sick about this.” 

Florence spoke about Ishibashi’s unselfishness and his willingness to help in 
all situations. Seth mentioned how much he’d learned from the man about 
healing and plants, navigation and science... and kindness. 

They said their final good-byes, then all helped push the dirt back in. Seth, 
who'd found one of Ishibashi’s throwing stars tangled inside the fabric of the 
man’s tattered pocket, used it to fashion a marker for the spot. Then they 
turned back to the palace to check out their new living quarters. 

As they walked, Sky wrinkled her nose and squinted. “Something’s on fire,” 
she said. She pointed to the clouds of dark smoke polluting the sky. “That's the 
direction of the forest.” Everyone stopped in their tracks to look. 

Aaron’s expression became alarmed as he added up what he knew. “Thisbe 
and Rohan ran into the forest with the Revinir chasing after them,” he said. “I 
hope she hasn’t set the whole thing ablaze!” 


“I rrreckon that’s exactly what happened,” said Simber. He looked at 
Florence, then Aaron, unsure who to address when his head mage was 
unconscious. “What do we do about Thisbe? We can’t... We can’t just abandon 
herrr forrr good, can we? Even afterrr everrrything she’s done?” 

Aaron tore his eyes away from the smoke. “I... I’m at my wit’s end with her,” 
he said. “I don’t know what to think. I don’t understand what she’s doing. And 
with her betrayal—I guess I feel like we have other... priorities.” He blew out a 
breath. “That sounds harsh, but I don’t think we have a choice.” He was 
terribly torn up inside. He knew he shouldn’t blame Thisbe for Ishibashi’s 
death, but the irrational part of him couldn’t help but tie this tragedy to her. 
After all she’d done to betray them, his sister was the last person he wanted to 
help right now, as bad as that sounded. 

Sky shook her head in disagreement. “I spent so much time with her and 
Rohan. She confided in me about all their hopes and dreams to restore this 
land to its rightful rulers. I just cannot imagine this is a permanent path she’s 
taking. She despises the Revinir.” 

“I still wonder...” Seth began, but then he grew quiet. His feeling that 
Thisbe and Fifer had been plotting something secretly against the Revinir 
wouldn't go away, but no one else had taken him seriously. “Did Thisbe plan all 
of this just to try to get the Revinir alone so she could kill her?” Could that be 
it? But why not tell everyone that’s what she was doing? 

“It’s been on my mind,” Florence said. She told them about what she'd 
found in Fifer’s robe pocket—the empty container that had held an obliterate 
spell and the instructional note from Thisbe. 

“After what I witnessed today, I do think that could be a possibility,” Aaron 
admitted. “But she gave me nothing—not a hint of that! And if it’s true, what 
happens now that she bungled it? She just ran off. Her actions were extremely 
confusing. She’s like a puzzle, and I can’t understand how any of the pieces fit 
together right now. Thisbe, Fifer, Dev, Rohan—none of them are able or 
willing to explain what they’ve been doing, and it’s very upsetting. Not to 
mention Ishibashi’s death has rattled me in a rather... unexpected way.” He 
glanced at Simber. It had rattled the cheetah as well, and the two had had a 
moment of privacy by the river to start unpacking this new development. But 
nothing made sense anymore. 

After a deep sigh, Aaron continued. “All I know is that Thisbe said horrible 
things to my face when the Revinir was too far away to hear her, so she’s not 


doing a great job of convincing me that she’s still on our side.” 

“My main issue,” said Florence, “is that I have a hard time imagining how 
Thisbe would miss with that obliterate spell. That’s completely out of 
character for her.” 

“I agrrree,” said Simber. “Therrre arrre many layerrrs to this storrry. Maybe 
she rrreally did intend to miss.” 

Seth frowned. “It’s not adding up. I wish Fifer would wake up so we could 
ask her what’s going on. I have a feeling she knows everything.” 

They were all quiet for a long moment as they watched the smoke billow in 
the distance. Then Maiven asked, “For those who think Thisbe missed 
purposely, do you believe it’s because she had some prior agreement with the 
Revinir to act that out?” 

Sky blew out a breath. “I hope that’s not it.” 

“How could she have?” asked Aaron. “She didn’t know Ishibashi and I 
would be happening along that way at that time.” 

“They could have hatched the plan when they saw you coming,” said 
Maiven. But then she shook her head. “Why, though? It’s all so mysterious. 
And Rohan just went along with it?” The lines in Maiven’s face seemed to 
deepen. She’d had big plans for Thisbe and Rohan, but now... she might have 
to look to someone else to carry on her legacy once she joined her friend 
Ishibashi in the dirt. 

After a while, Simber snarled and walked away from the others. “Tm going 
forrr a fly-arrround. I want to see wherrre everrrything and everrryone is. And 
have a look at that firrre. Maybe... maybe I'll find...” 

Maybe he'd find Thisbe, they were all thinking. The others knew to let him 
go, despite the risk of fire being able to destroy the winged-cheetah statue. 
They filed back to the courtyard, where Dev and Fifer still lay, covered in 
blankets. Nobody quite knew what to do next for them, other than take them 
up to the library and continue to nurse them back to life. 


» »> « 


Simber made a beeline in the direction of the forest. He barely made it 
halfway before he sensed Drock approaching. Confused, Simber squinted, but 
he couldn’t see the dark purple dragon. Was Drock carrying riders? And if so, 


who? Someone from the castle? Simber sampled the air, picking up Thisbe’s 
scent. Drock and Thisbe were together? Intentionally? Or had Drock secretly 
gone after her? Did Thisbe have some sort of hold over him, too? Wearing a 
frown, Simber sped toward them, prepared to fight. 





A Dark Meeting 


Drock had flown to the crater lake and stayed above the other dragons to hide 
his riders from view. Then, instead of swooping down for a mouthful of water, 
he turned off to the west, hoping few noticed. The Revinir was far behind 
them, tending to the burning forest, but Drock couldn’t trust any of the 
dragons not to tell her he’d disobeyed a command and had gone off course. 
The other dragons appeared set on their tasks, and no one came after them, 
which left Drock cautiously relieved. 

They approached the rolling hills of Ashguard’s domain, with the 
mountains in the distance, and Drock was finally free to talk normally. “Tell 
me what’s going on,” he demanded, glancing over his shoulder at Thisbe. 
“You've caused a great deal of harm.” 

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged a nervous glance. They looked around and 
found it safe to sit up. “Well,” Thisbe said hesitantly, “it all started when Fifer 
and I got dropped through the roof of Ashguard’s palace, and Fifer had this 
impossible-sounding idea.” Thisbe went on to explain everything that had 
happened from that moment on—how Thisbe had balked at first, and how 
Dev had come into the picture, and how they'd all decided this was the one 
way they thought they could beat the Revinir. They added that they felt it was 


best to tell no one else of the true plan because, if captured, they could be 
compromised by being forced to take the dragon-bone broth. 

Except for the occasional fiery snort, Drock remained quiet as he listened 
to Thisbe and Rohan. It wasn’t for him to judge, but Thisbe, despite her levels 
of evil, appeared to be telling the truth. 

Every now and then, as the story unfolded, Thisbe peered anxiously around 
Drock’s neck trying to see the palace. But it was growing dark. Rohan kept an 
eye on their tail, making sure they weren't being followed. Behind them, the 
clouds of black smoke over the forest grew. 

“Simber is approaching,” Drock announced. “He’s still a good distance off. 
He’s coming from Ashguard’s palace.” 

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged an uneasy glance. “Is anyone with him?” 
Thisbe asked. 

“Not that I can tell.” Drock sniffed the air. “But he brings the smell of death 
with him.” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened in fear. “Whose death?” 

“I can’t tell.” 

“This is sickening,” Thisbe whispered. The smell of death? Anxious sweat 
beaded on her forehead. Was it Fifer? Who else could it be? 

“Can you tell if Simber is searching for us?” Rohan asked. “Perhaps Aaron 
sent him.” 

“Tm not a mind reader,” said Drock. “But that seems within the realm of 
reason.” 

Thisbe bit her bottom lip, feeling apprehensive. If Aaron had gone straight 
to Ashguard’s palace after the incident, it seemed likely he would have made it 
there hours ago to tell everyone what had happened. And now Simber was out 
on the prowl alone. “Get ready for some angry roars.” Thisbe’s stomach hurt. 
There would be so many questions. 

“He’s spotted us,” Drock said. “If you want my opinion, I think you should 
just explain everything like you've been doing for me. This is complicated, and 
they’re going to be mad for a while. They might not believe you at first. But it’s 
best to just get it out and start fresh with a new plan going forward.” 

It was a relief to get the calming advice—and from Drock, of all dragons. 
He'd really stepped up, Thisbe realized. She trusted him. After feeling like she 


was on her own against the world for so long, having a dragon on her side felt 


like a comfort. “Thank you, Drock. I hope Simber listens to me.” Then she 
ventured, “Do you believe me?” 

Drock was quiet for a moment, and Thisbe wondered if he was testing her 
levels of good and evil. The thought made her cringe, for if that were true, and 
he used that as a measure, he'd definitely say no. 

“Yes, Thisbe,” Drock said after a moment. “I believe you have the best of 
intentions for the land of the dragons and for Artime.” 

Thisbe grew tearful. “Thank you. Maybe Fifer and Dev have already spilled 
the secret plan to the others by now, and Simber’s not going to be mad at all.” 
She frowned through her tears. Fifer was the one who'd been so insistent about 
keeping this secret from absolutely everyone. Was she aware that the whole 
plan had been trashed because of Thisbe’s mistake? If Fifer thought the plan 
was still in play, she wouldn’t lay out the truth. So what was Fifer telling them? 
Was she too injured to explain anything? Or worse—dead? Thisbe was a ball of 
nerves as Simber grew close enough to be seen in the darkness. “I guess we'll 
find out soon enough,” she said. 


Drock slowed, and Simber circled around and came up alongside the dragon 
as they continued flying. Simber greeted Drock, then peered at Thisbe and 
Rohan. The stone cheetah looked angry. That wasn’t a good sign. 

“Hi, Simber,” Thisbe said, trying to be brave. “I’m sure youve heard from 
Aaron and Ishibashi by now. And you've probably been very confused about 
my actions over the past weeks, but I assure you my intentions have been 
solely for the good of Artimé and the land of the dragons. I’m ready to tell you 
the truth.” 

Simber narrowed his eyes. 

Thisbe faltered. “Honestly, Simber. I can explain everything. But first, 
Drock said... he said he could smell...” She couldn’t get the words out. She 
gripped Rohan’s hand, digging her nails in. 

“Was there a death?” asked Drock. “We're all concerned.” 

Simber turned away and blew out a breath. After a moment, he said, 


“Ishibashi is dead.” 





A ConFrontation 


What?” Thisbe was sure she hadn't heard Simber correctly. “It’s Ishibashi? 
How?” A small wave of relief that it wasn’t Fifer was steamrolled by shock and 
grief at the news. 

“I thought you knew,” said Simber. Suspicion crept into his voice. “Aarrron 
said you werrre therrre. You missed the Rrrevinirrr with the obliterrrate spell. 
Then she firrred back and hit Aarrron and Ishibashi. And yourrr 
egrrrandfather... died.” 

Thisbe felt like she was going to pass out. She started sweating, and her 
stomach cramped. This couldn’t be true. Ishibashi? Dearest grandfather to 
them all? How? “Is Aaron okay?” she whispered. 

“He'll be all rrright,” said Simber, softening a bit once he saw Thisbe’s 
reaction. 

Rohan gripped Thisbe’s shoulders to keep her from flopping off the side of 
the dragon. “After Thisbe’s component missed,” he told Simber, “we took off 
running. We didn’t realize the Revinir had retaliated.” He felt the jolt as well. 
“Tm... extremely sorry. We ran for our lives to the forest and didn’t look back. 
We had no idea.” 


“Well,” said Simber gruffly. “Obviously Thisbe still has a lot of explaining to 
do. You both do, and I’m not forrrgiving you—you've hurrrt a lot of people 
and caused irrreparrrable harrrm. But I apologize forrr my bluntness. I can see 
that yourrre trrruly moved.” He paused. “I wasn’t surrre what to expect frrrom 
you afterrr everrrything you've done to upend the worrrlds.” 

Thisbe put her hands over her eyes. Had she caused this? Was Ishibashi’s 
death her fault too? Had she made this terrible situation worse instead of 
better? “Oh, Simber,” she said. “I’m sick about it.” 

Despite his softening heart, Simber remained curt. “Ishibashi saved 
Aarrron’s life. It could be yourrr brrrotherrr that yourrre mourrrning.” 

“Simber,” Drock said sharply. “Really? She’s already lost one brother. Have a 
heart.” 

Rohan strained forward to address the winged statue. “You must believe 
me. We had absolutely no intention of hurting anyone but the Revinir.” 

“You have a strrrange way of showing it,” Simber said. “You should know 
that no one at this time believes that to be the case.” 

Drock gave Simber a hard look. The cheetah was blunt and could be 
insensitive at times. And he also had made numerous assumptions about 
Thisbe that obviously needed explanations, so it made sense that he wasn’t 
feeling very soft toward the girl at the moment. But everyone knew Simber 
had a tender heart as well. The cheetah noticed Drock’s gaze and did a double 
take as Thisbe bent low, her face in her hands. 

“Of course I know that, Simber,” Thisbe moaned. 

If there was one thing about the four Stowe siblings that Simber knew to 
be true, it was that they took their mistakes to heart and dwelled on them for 
a very long time. In some cases, it seemed like they’d never get over them. 
Simber monitored Thisbe’s reaction. And he imagined the years of grief the 
girl would now place upon herself. The cheetah’s heart stirred even though 
Thisbe still had a lot to answer for. 

Simber mulled over what Rohan had said. Eventually he agreed that Thisbe 
could not have predicted Ishibashi’s death based on the confrontation that had 
occurred. It had been wrong of him to imply that Aaron could’ve died because 
of what Thisbe had done—she wasn’t in control of the Revinir’s actions. But 
she had played a part in setting those actions in motion. 

He sighed heavily as the two flying creatures advanced toward Ashguard’s 
palace. “Thisbe,” Simber said gruffly, “the Rrrevinirrr is a monsterrr that 


nobody can contrrrol. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on. Let’s starrrt 
therrre. And then we'll see how farrr we have to go beforrre everrrything is 
back on trrrack.” 

Thisbe didn’t move. She was sick over Ishibashi’s death, but also hurt and 
angry that Simber had put the Revinir’s actions on her. Thisbe had tried to kill 
the Revinir, and she was the only one at the moment who could do it. Yes, 
she'd faltered and missed. That happened to the best mages sometimes. But she 
was not the reason Ishibashi died. Thisbe hadn’t intended to give the Revinir a 
chance to retaliate. It had just happened. 

She lifted her head. “Simber, I'm not a child anymore. I am in line for the 
throne of the castle in this very land we're flying over. So...” She took a breath 
and plowed forward. “So I would appreciate it if you would stop scolding me 
as if I were still young in Artimé.” She cringed and looked away. Perhaps now 
wasn't the right moment to say that. But she had said it, and now it was out 
there. “You never saw me grow up. But I did. I was forced to.” 

Simber appeared struck by the words. He remained silent, absorbing them. 

“That said,” Thisbe went on, “I admit I have done some things that I’m sure 
are very shocking and troublesome to you and the rest. And Td like to tell you 
everything.” She glanced at Rohan. He squeezed her hand in support. 

“I have not betrayed Artimeé,” Thisbe said. “Fifer and Dev will confirm that 
if they haven't already.” 

“They arrre both unconscious afterrr fighting the rrred drrragons,” Simber 
said icily. “So, no. They haven't been able to speak at all.” 

Thisbe recoiled again. “Why didn’t you say so?” she exclaimed. She knew 
very little about this, but it seemed worse than she’d imagined. She was dying 
to know what had happened. “Are they going to be okay?” 

“Florrrence believes so. Fiferrr should be, at least. Dev’s injurrries appearrr 
morrre serrrious.” 

Thisbe blew out a breath. “Oh no,” she whispered. They had to be okay. 
How many more things could go wrong? She took a few moments to get a grip 
on the situation as they drew near their destination. Fifer must have been hurt 
badly, and Thisbe had barely had time to think about it. And Dev seriously 
injured? What had happened that they’d had to go after the red dragons? A 
thousand questions pounded her. She knew she had to clear her name and 
regain everyone’s trust, but Fifer and Dev’s situation was pounding her from 
another direction. It was almost too much. She glanced at Rohan. 


“We'll get through it, pria,” he said softly. 

Thisbe nodded, but everything was bleak. 

The palace was in sight. Glowing highlighters lit the windows of the center 
bulb—Dev’s glorious library. Thisbe felt a pang of homesickness. She’d spent 
weeks there with Fifer and Dev, plotting all of this. They’d agreed this was the 
right plan to end the Revinir. And now Thisbe was left alone to defend that 
plan. Her two cohorts were unaware, unable to speak. Would anyone believe 


Thisbe after what she’d done? 





Facing the Others 


ove yourrr explanation forrr now,” Simber said to Thisbe. “You'll only have to 
tell it again.” He was still disgruntled with Thisbe and wanted to know why 
she'd done the things she’d done, but he was also feeling remorse over how 
harsh he'd been in updating the two about the injuries and death. “We’rrre 
apprrroaching Ashguarrrd’s palace, and the rrrest of the team will want to 
hearrr.” 

“All right,” said Thisbe, a bit stiffly. She was reeling in shock and feeling 
defensive at the moment. If Simber was being this harsh with her, how would 
the others be? She gripped Rohan’s hand tighter. 

Rohan didn’t know how to comfort her. “It’s going to be rough for a while,” 
he whispered. “I'll be here with you.” 

Thisbe nodded and tried to steel herself for it. Soon Simber and Drock 
landed. The dark purple dragon seemed horrified by the dragon bodies strewn 
about the lawn. “This is unacceptable,” he muttered. “I’m going to take care of 
this before I go back.” Thisbe and Rohan slid to the ground. 

“Thank you, Drock,” Thisbe said. “For everything. Youve been a good 
friend, and you saved us.” 

“I believe your story,” Drock said pointedly, making sure Simber heard. 


The cat grunted, and the two teenagers walked with him across the lawn to 
the pavers. 

While Drock called Quince, Gorgrun, and Astrid together to begin 
removing the red dragon carcasses, Simber stopped short at the entrance to 
the tower. “They've moved Fiferrr and Dev inside. Therrre’s some sorrrt of 
librrrarrry up herrre.” 

“I know,” said Thisbe icily. “I lived here for weeks.” 

Simber grunted again. He stepped through the doorway, wings grazing the 
sides, and peered up the spiral stone-and-iron staircase to see if he could fit. 
Thisbe and Rohan hesitated behind him, stuck. “This is the sturdiest tower by 
far,” Thisbe said in a less icy voice, “so I'm sure it will hold you if you can fit 
around the curves of the staircase. Can you navigate it all the way up?” 

“Just barrrely, I think,” Simber said. “But in case I can’t, go ahead of me. I'll 
follow you.” 

“And Florence?” Thisbe asked, beginning to be concerned about all the 
weight the two statues combined could add to the library bulb. There hadn't 
been any water damage to the ceiling and floor there, but Simber and Florence 
were really heavy—though they managed all right in the mansion back home 
without falling through. Maybe this undamaged part would hold them all 
right. “Is she already up there?” 

“I assume so. Maiven and Sky told me I might not be able to get thrrrough 
the opening to the top floorrr.” 

“They’re right,” said Thisbe. “But you can get close. Just don’t venture onto 
the floors themselves—the parts beneath the flat roof.” She kept her eyes not 
quite on his for fear of detecting even more disapproval. “Those floors are 
rotten. We fell through a few of them when the Revinir dropped us through 
the roof.” 

Simber glanced at the girl, and some of his irritability faded. “Drrropped 
you thrrrough the rrroof?” 

Thisbe nodded primly and continued ascending. “Yes. We were both 
injured.” 

“Fifer told us you took a fall,” Rohan said. “She didn’t explain how.” 

“What she told you was true enough,” said Thisbe sharply, making sure 
neither of them tried to imply Fifer had said anything inaccurate. Not when 
her sister wasn’t conscious and able to defend herself. 


Neither Rohan nor Simber was about to challenge her on that. Clearly 
Thisbe had been through a lot, and Rohan and Simber said no more. Simber 
backed out of the space so the two humans could go first. Thisbe sprinted up 
with Rohan right behind. At the top floor, they emerged into the library. 
“They’re here,” Sky murmured. “Simber found them.” The winged cheetah 
remained at the top of the stairwell and poked his head through. 

Being back here brought on a wave of emotion. Thisbe’s lip began to quiver 
when she saw Aaron, looking haggard and grim. He gave her a hard look but 
didn’t come to greet her. 

“Aaron,” Thisbe whispered. “I’m sorry about Ishibashi.” 

Aaron frowned. He shook his head slightly and looked away. The irrational 
feelings took over him again. When he looked at her, all he could picture was 
what had happened right after she'd run off to the forest. He knew it wasn’t 
technically her fault, but he was having trouble working through it. 

Thisbe blew out a breath. This was going to be horrible. 

Sky and Seth were on the other side of the room, near Florence, who was 
spread out on the floor to keep from putting too much weight in one spot. 
Fifer and Dev rested on sofas that had been pulled near the fireplace. Thisbe 
forgot her brother’s reaction for the moment and rushed over to her sister’s 
side. She knelt, then took her twin’s hand. It was warm but limp. “How is she?” 
she asked, turning to Florence, then dropping her gaze. Florence looked livid. 

“She’s improving,” the warrior said, her voice measured. 

“Hey, Thiz,” Seth said. He came up to Thisbe and stood awkwardly nearby 
as if awaiting a hug that didn’t come. “She’s been awake a few times. The 
medicine is working.” 

“Hi.” Thisbe held Seth’s gaze, trying to judge if he was angry with her too. 
Trying to sense the temperature of the room. “It’s good to see you. What about 
Dev?” 

“We're... not so sure about him.” 

Thisbe’s heart wrenched, and she looked at him, gray and lifeless on the 
sofa. The sight made her ill. “What happened? I can’t believe the red dragons 
would attack without provocation. They let us live here peacefully for so long.” 

“Did they?” asked Seth, his gaze flickering to Aaron. 

“Yes, as long as we didn’t try to leave the grounds,” said Thisbe, trying to act 
normal and fight off tears, even though everyone was really tense and clearly 


not sure about her. “The only way they wouldn't attack if we tried to leave the 
property was if we asked to go to the Revinir. That’s how I got out safely.” 

Florence looked over the railing and exchanged a dubious glance with 
Simber. Aaron narrowed his eyes, and Sky seemed troubled. Maiven waited 
patiently to hear more, but even she shifted uncomfortably. The tension 
ramped up instead of deflating, and Thisbe knew she'd have to start explaining 
everything. But there was Aaron, still sitting in the corner, most certainly 
blaming Thisbe for Ishibashi’s death, and that felt awful. Thisbe wasn’t sure 
how to start telling them what had happened. She wished Drock would just 
poke his snout into the tower window and do it for her, now that he said he 
believed her. Or maybe Rohan, since he knew the whole story... but that wasn’t 
fair. Hed only been a witness to part of what was happening. Tears welled up 
in her eyes, and she turned to face the fireplace as she bit the insides of her 
cheeks, trying to stop falling apart. 

Maiven got up and approached. She put her hands on Thisbe’s and Rohan’s 
shoulders, making Thisbe jump. “I’m glad to see you both,” the queen said 
quietly. “We all are. And despite our mourning for Ishibashi, we want to hear 
from you. Are you prepared to tell us what’s going on? You must give us 
everything exactly and truly, or you will risk losing us. This is very serious. I 
hope you understand that.” 

“Of course I do,” Thisbe said, her voice cracking. She turned to her 
grandmother, searching her face. Knowing there was so much to explain, but 
also feeling annoyed that her grandmother was speaking to her like a child. 
Thisbe knew full well the consequences she would face—she’d agreed to them 
weeks ago when she'd bought into Fifer’s scheme. 

Maiven’s face changed when she looked Thisbe up and down. “You're 
wearing my uniform,” she said. 

Thisbe started. It seemed like months ago when she'd chosen to wear it, but 
it was only this morning. “I... yes. I found it in the closet in my room in the 
palace. Rohan believes I resemble you. Don’t you agree?” 

“I do,” said Maiven. “You look very smart in it.” Then the warmth faded 
from her voice, and she repeated, “Are you ready to tell us what happened?” 
The queen’s stern face held, which gave Thisbe a fresh wave of insecurity. 
Surely her grandmother would believe her story, wouldn’t she? What if they 
refused to hear her out? Clearly they believed Thisbe had been a traitor to the 


black-eyed rulers and to Artimé. Maiven had also given Rohan a similar look. 
He was in no way cleared from guilt. 

“It’s a very long story,” Thisbe said hesitantly, turning to face the others. She 
slipped her hand into Rohan’s and searched the room. Her gaze landed on Sky. 
The woman gave her an encouraging smile—the first person to do so. Sky 
might actually believe Thisbe—they’d been through so much together. Shoring 
up her confidence, Thisbe kept her eyes on Sky and falteringly began to speak. 





Telling The Truth 


First,” Thisbe began, trying to keep her voice from faltering, “regarding what 
happened today, I didn’t know that the Revinir had... killed... Ishibashi, or 
that she even attacked you at all. Rohan and I learned of it a short time ago, 
when Simber found us and told us. And I’m absolutely sick about it. I didn’t 
mean for that to happen, nor did I expect it. Not at all. I can explain 
everything—I promise. But I’m having...” Her voice trembled, and she started 
to cry but went on through the tears. “I’m having a hard time knowing how to 
start this story. Especially because it begins in Fifer’s brain.” 

Thisbe glanced at Fifer and Dey, still unconscious, and tried to send Fifer a 
mental message. Wake up. I need you. Please, Fifer. Help me. 

Fifer’s eyelids flickered but didn’t open. Thisbe would have to tell this story 
alone. 

Rohan stood by, his shoulder touching hers as if to remind her he was 
there. But he stayed quiet, knowing that even though he supported her and 
understood everything, his words wouldn't hold the weight of hers. Besides, he 
was being treated nearly as suspect as Thisbe at this point. 

“Rohan,” said Maiven, “are you of sound mind?” 


“I— said Rohan, taken aback, but remembering the last time he had seen 
her, on the back of the ghost dragon. “Do you mean free from the Revinir’s 
control? Yes.” 

“No, I mean free from Thisbe’s control.” 

Rohan’s lips parted. What were they all thinking here? “Yes. Thisbe has 
never controlled my mind, nor would she.” 

“That seems like something a mind-controlled person might say,” said 
Aaron. 

Rohan looked at Aaron sharply. He respected the man greatly, but he 
wasn't about to let him get away with this madness. He walked over to him 
and looked him squarely in the eye. “Aaron, I’m under no one’s control but my 
own. Would you prefer I stand here next to you? I’m quite sure it would be 
allowed.” 

Aaron harrumphed. 

“I don’t mean to be sharp with you,” said Rohan, sounding more apologetic 
now, “especially under the circumstances and with the pain you must be 
feeling. But I am very saddened that you think Thisbe would ever partake in 
such a thing, despite your current perspective. I hope you will soon 
understand what Thisbe has gone through in trying to protect you all.” 

Aaron crossed his arms over his chest. “We'll see.” 

Rohan glanced at Maiven. “Are you satisfied that I’m under no one’s mind 
control but my own, Grandmum?” 

“Yes, Rohan,” she said. “Thank you.” She looked at Thisbe. “Tm sorry for the 
accusation, but you must understand how your actions look to us.” 

“Of course,” Thisbe said, feeling numb and taking a moment to collect her 
thoughts. She wanted to look at Aaron, but she couldn't get herself to do it, 
for fear of what she'd see in his eyes. Earlier, in the desert, he’d blamed himself 
for influencing her actions, to Thisbe’s surprise. But that was before Ishibashi 
died. Had Aaron’s opinion changed since then? He was so upset and angry at 
her—she’d never seen him like this before. Hed always been so even, so 
rational, so tender with the girls compared to Alex. But he was very upset 
now. Everything was such a mess, and it was clear that most of her friends and 
family in this library blamed her for all of it—which she thought she was 
prepared for. But now they thought she'd done something unconscionable to 
Rohan, too. She hadn’t anticipated that. What other accusations would she 
have to face alone? “When Fifer, Dev, and I hatched this plan,” Thisbe said, “I 


thought that at least I'd have them to lean on when it came time to explain it. 
But it seems like everything has backfired.” 

She looked up at Sky again and steadied the worries that bombarded her. 
There was nothing Thisbe could do but tell them what had happened from the 
moment the Revinir had swept up her and Fifer from the shore of Artimé. 

After a deep breath, she began. “The last time I communicated with any of 
you,” she said, “was right after the Revinir abducted Fifer and me from 
Artime. I sent a message asking you to help. Fifer also sent a message, which, 
at the time, I assumed was a call for help as well. Unbeknownst to me for the 
next couple of days, she had actually told Florence to stand down and wait for 
further instructions.” She glanced at Florence. “During that time I thought you 
must have been following us and had run into trouble. Fifer finally broke 
down and told me what she’d done.” 

Florence frowned. “That seems... out of character for Fifer.” 

“Oh gods,” Thisbe moaned as it dawned on her what she was up against. 
Thisbe closed her eyes and took in a slow breath. Already Florence was 
doubting her. “I know it seems that way. I know you all think Fifer is pure and 
perfect and would never lie.” She wanted to say more, like pointing out that 
Fifer had actually killed an Unwanted recently when she put an end to Frieda 
Stubbs, but she held her tongue for fear of sounding too defensive. 

“There were some other factors,” Thisbe said instead, “like our injuries after 
the Revinir dropped us through the roof. But Fifer will corroborate my story— 
I guarantee it. Dev will too. He arrived here not long after Fifer hatched this 
whole... plan.” She hesitated, then looked around the room. “It sounds like I’m 
blaming Fifer—I’m not. I signed on, and I still feel like it was the right choice.” 

Florence shifted. She wore a grim look. “Continue.” 


Thisbe talked late into the night. She shared how Dev had shown up. And she 
explained Fifer’s idea about actually being able to beat the Revinir if Thisbe 
could get close enough. She talked about finding the Revinir’s weaknesses, and 
how they'd realized that one of those weaknesses was that the dragon-woman 


so badly wanted Thisbe to join her. 


Thisbe admitted that she and Dev had thought Fifer’s scheme was an 
impossible one at first, and that they’d actually fought her on it for a while 
because it seemed so preposterous. But then they slowly realized it just might 
work. “And after months and months of us all trying to find the solution to 
taking out the Revinir,” Thisbe said, turning to Florence, “we finally agreed 
that this plan was viable. So... I created a new version of Thisbe. Just like I'd 
create a character that I would play onstage back home in the theater.” 

Florence’s face flickered, and she turned to look at the fire. 

Thisbe went on to share about her painstaking time in the castle and the 
plans that she and Fifer and Dev had made to deceive everyone. “Believe it or 
not,” she said wearily, “we chose not to tell you the plan in order to protect 
you in case the Revinir captured any of you and forced you to drink dragon- 
bone broth. She’d get the truth from you that way.” She paused. “We needed 
you to think the worst of me so that if you were ever tortured or taken 
prisoner, you wouldn’t be able to give away the truth about the plan.” 

“I knew it,” Seth muttered, and everyone, who'd been silent all this time, 
turned to look at him. “I told you all there had to be a reason!” He turned to 
Thisbe. “I told them. I believe you, Thisbe.” 

Thisbe blew out a breath. Her knees felt wobbly with relief. “Thanks, Seth.” 

Rohan nodded at the boy. “I remember you saying it. You were right.” 

Simber sighed deeply from the staircase. Aaron put his face in his hands. 

Thisbe, even though she was exhausted, felt a small lift knowing one dear 
friend believed her. But the silence from the rest of them was heavy, and 
Thisbe couldn't tell if they were rejecting her explanation or if they were 
buying it. Her two key witnesses remained unaware and unhelpful. She 
dropped to rest on the arm of Fifer’s sofa. 

Rohan took that as his cue. “The Revinir and Thisbe discovered Maiven and 
me on our covert mission with Quince outside the castle ballroom, as I’m sure 
Maiven relayed to you all. The Revinir took me inside, and she immediately, 
and quite sneakily, put two vials of dragon-bone broth in my tea.” He pulled 
up his sleeves and showed his scaly arms as proof. “Real ones this time,” he 
said, looking at the former queen. “The Revinir tried to hide what she was 
doing, and even Thisbe didn’t know she'd done it. But, because I know that 
monster as well as Thisbe does, I was expecting it. Luckily, I had ingested 
enough of the ancestor broth in the catacombs to counteract the effects, or I 


could have wrecked Thisbe’s plan.” 


“Well...” said Thisbe. “I managed to do that myself today. But yes.” 

She and Rohan told the rest of the story, including that morning when 
they'd paraded to Dragonsmarche with the Revinir to declare their joint 
rulership, and how that had failed. 

Thisbe concluded the tale. “And all of that led us to the desert. We were on 
our way to see if the ghost dragons had vanished when we met face-to-face 
with Aaron. I know it was confusing, Aaron. But you must believe that I was 
still playing my role until that last second, when Rohan whispered to me that 
the Revinir was alone—Id been trying to get her on her own the entire time so 
I could use my obliterate spell. And she was finally in a place where no one 
else would be hurt. I could safely take her out. So... that’s what I tried to do.” 
Thisbe looked miserable. “And obviously, under such great pressure, I failed.” 
She paused. “So there you have it. Believe me or don’t. That’s the whole story.” 

Thisbe took a break to drink some water as the others talked quietly among 
themselves, piecing Thisbe’s story together. It seemed to help the others to 
know that the Revinir had immediately tried to control Rohan’s mind upon 
his arrival at the castle. It made them realize that Thisbe’s reasoning for not 
telling them the truth from the beginning might have been valid. A few others 
were starting to believe her and understand how everything had happened. 

But Thisbe had done so much harm in missing the Revinir with the 
obliterate spell. Thats where the biggest doubts remained in the minds of 
Aaron, Simber, and Florence. 

“I don’t mean to take a stab at you,” Florence said to Thisbe, “but how in 
the world did you miss with that spell? You executed it perfectly when we 
practiced.” 

Thisbe knew how. But if she admitted it, would that only make them doubt 
her entire story... and her? She turned her gaze to the window and caught the 
reflection of Aaron looking at her. She dropped her eyes. “I don’t know,” she 
said. “I just... messed up. First time for everything, I guess. There was a lot of 
pressure.” 

Aaron frowned. He'd cautiously begun to believe her... up until this 
moment. What was she hiding? He knew that shifty-eyed look. He’d done it 
himself countless times. There was still something big Thisbe was keeping 
from them. Something sinister. How much of her story was true? And how 
much was a trick? Was she still supporting the Revinir, even as she stood here, 
pouring out her heart and getting people to support her, just like that? No 


one, not even Rohan, knew if she was telling the truth about her motives. The 
feeling in the pit of Aaron’s stomach made him look away too. Was he too 
hard on her based on his own past? Maybe she wasn’t like him after all. But oh, 
how she seemed like she was. Perhaps even worse. The thought made his 
stomach churn. This whole thing—Ishibashi’s shocking death, his sister's 
deception, his own past life of betrayal coming back to haunt him—felt very 
out of control to Aaron. And he felt himself spiraling with it. 

The uneasiness in the library didn’t go away. Thisbe and Rohan were 
exhausted, and everyone else needed to think about what Thisbe had told 
them. Florence and Simber exchanged a glance and a nod. Florence moved to 
the stairwell, and the two statues went outside for a while, while the humans 
looked after Fifer and Dev and prepared for bed. 

When everyone else had settled, Thisbe lay down on the floor next to Fifer’s 
sofa so she could help her if she woke up. With no definitive decisions made 
about Thisbe’s actions, everyone else went to sleep... some with one eye open. 





Irrepressible Anger 


eretier fury to her castle, leaving the other dragons to put out 
the forest fire she’d started. She landed on the drawbridge and stomped 
through the immense, vacant entrance. Turning left, she swept up the staircase 
and, on the ballroom level, turned and went into her private quarters to 
brood. She was angry, but she also felt devastated and betrayed. She tried to 
get some sleep, but when sleep wouldn't come, she left her room and wandered 
the halls, knocking things off the walls as usual. 

She ordered her servants to go away and leave her alone. But then, in a fit 
of paranoia, she demanded they return to protect her and forced them to peer 
out all the windows, looking for dragons, fog clouds, or anything else 
suspicious. As they conducted their search, the Revinir wandered into the 
ballroom with the remaining glazed-eyed simpletons who were appointed to 
wait on her. Once the coast was clear, she retired to the balcony until the smell 
of smoke drove her inside. She sat by the table where she and Thisbe had eaten 
and bantered together, and closed her eyes. 

Thisbe had tried to kill her. 

The Revinir’s mind whirled, trying to come up with reasons for how and 
why all of this had happened. How had she not seen it? She knew definitively 
that Thisbe had tricked her. Again. This time, though, was mortifying. With a 


whimper, the Revinir opened her eyes and listlessly tried to eat from the 
previously untouched food on the table, which had been left there by mindless 
slaves who had delivered it at the usual time despite the Revinir not having 
been anywhere near the castle. But the dragon-woman’s throat was raw and 
sensitive. The metal star was still stuck back there. She could feel it but 
couldn’t get a good grip on it with her claws. Soon the emptiness inside her 
pulled her attention away. 

This gaping new hole inside her was so similar to the one from her 
childhood, and the memories came flooding back. Especially those of the day 
when Marcus and Justine had packed up a boat and left Warbler Island with 
Gondoleery Rattrapp and Eva Fathom, coldly saying good-bye to young 
Emma. 

Emma had pleaded with them to come back. Shouted for them to return. 
Begged them, against her own good judgment, to take her in the boat with 
them. Though she couldn’t imagine setting a single foot into that tipsy little 
skiff and setting sail, away from the safety of dry land. 

“You're afraid of the water!” Justine had shouted back, as if Emma could 
have ever forgotten. “When you grow up, build a ship and come find us!” 
Justine had grinned and elbowed Marcus at that, the Revinir remembered. 
Not nicely. Like she’d won something. 

“Tm not afraid anymore!” Emma had screamed, and the tears had come too. 
She'd run into the water—a few steps. Four or five, until the panic took over 
and forced her back to shore. It was a lie, and Justine knew it. Emma had been 
afraid of the water ever since she was a baby. 

No one knew what had caused it. No one could recall a moment when 
Emma had fallen into a river or the sea, or had been surprised or shocked by a 
sudden experience with it. Least of all her. But fear of things isn’t always 
learned, the Revinir knew. She’d just been that way. 

As she'd grown up, she'd built a ship. But she was too afraid to test it out. 
What if she’d made a mistake and it wasn’t seaworthy? What if it sank? So she 
built another ship. And another. All of them seemingly sound—some still sat 
in the harbor of Warbler Island today. But Emma wouldnt test them. She 
couldn’t. Her feet wouldn't let her on board. So she just kept building more. 

When she took over the island as leader after her mother passed away, 
people began to ask her about all the ships—what was the purpose if no one 
was using them? They offered to test the ships out for her, but that frightened 


Emma even more. What if people left and didn’t come back? What if they 
went to find Justine and Marcus and told them what a coward Emma was? 
And told them how she'd built all these ships, like Justine had teasingly told 
her to do? Would Justine win again if she found out that Emma had been 
smart enough to make them but too scared to use them? 

Emma had grown tired of people talking about her. She wanted them to 
keep their mouths shut and help her build ships until she was absolutely sure 
they were perfect. She wanted the people to stay in Warbler and do the things 
she told them to do. And to just stop mentioning Emma’s weird obsession 
with ships and fear of water. 

When pirates came to inquire about the ships, Emma saw a mercenary 
opportunity. She could sell ships to the pirates and make a name for herself 
that way—then she could use the excuse that she’d become too busy and 
important to go after her siblings. She wasn’t afraid of water, she'd say to 
everyone. Not afraid at all, just very busy becoming rich with pirate gold. She 
changed her name to Queen Eagala, because it sounded brave and bold and 
powerful, like an eagle. A creature who could fly over the sea and never have 
to touch it. 

Some of the people of Warbler balked at building ships for pirates. They 
pestered their leader to let them test the waters. But the pirates were bringing 
her trunks of gold and placing orders for fleets, and Queen Eagala needed her 
people now more than ever. 

The complaints grew, and the leader of Warbler began to investigate 
methods of silencing them. She managed a bit of magic she’d learned from her 
siblings and their friends and put a silence spell on the island. And while it 
worked on the noises from wildlife and nature, it didn’t silence the people. 
They rose up to oppose her. To ridicule her even more than before. 

Dewy-eyed, the Revinir looked up from the table in the ballroom and 
surveyed her castle. Shed found a way to silence her people back then, all 
right. Using the very gold the pirates provided. Melting it into thorns and 
creating the thornament necklaces. 

When the Warblerans had tried to escape after being silenced, Queen 
Eagala branded her people with orange eyes so that everyone would know 
where they belonged, and she kept most of them working in the underground 
sections of the island. Almost everyone turned away from her, but her fear 


tactics had worked, and they stayed. 


The worst thing about the way she’d ruled Warbler, the Revinir realized 
now, was that she hadn't had anyone to confide in. And now, once again, she 
was in the same situation. She’d had a confidant for a moment, and it had felt 
good. But then everything had exploded. 

If only she hadn’t been so deathly afraid of water all her life, maybe things 
would have been different. Maybe she would have gone to Quill with Marcus 
and Justine. And maybe she'd have found herself in Artime and been accepted 
as one of them. 

Eventually, despite her fears, she’d gone out on a ship to Artimé, back when 
she thought she had a chance at taking it over—proving something to her 
siblings, perhaps, even though they were both dead by then. True, Captain 
Baldhead had insisted on her going, and Queen Eagala had known that her 
reign on Warbler depended on defeating Quill and Artime. She'd gotten 
aboard the ship—trying to hide her shaking—and had stayed glued to the deck 
in terror throughout the journey. Once in Artimé, she’d been attacked by a 
flying dead body and forced to escape in a tender to stay alive and keep 
hidden. She'd floated over to Artime’s own pirate ship and found it deserted. 
But more importantly, it seemed safer than a little tender tipping on the 
waves. During the course of the battle, she’d fled up its nets and climbed 
aboard to stay alive. Hiding there, she’d waited for the fight to come to her. 

She'd ruined Alex, or so she'd thought. But in the end, the ship had had a 
mind of its own, and when someone died aboard it during the fight with Alex, 
the ship, of its own accord, carried Eagala to its original home, the Island of 
Fire. She was too afraid to abandon it. When the volcano island plunged 
underwater, Eagala and the ship went with it. Shed been thrown violently 
from the ship and forced through the volcano network, then found herself in 
this world, being spewed from the crater lake. She’d nearly drowned. She 
didn’t remember how she’d made it to shore alive. 

That was the last time the Revinir had been fully submerged in water. After 
that harrowing experience, she had vowed never to touch the sea again if she 
could help it. The memories still haunted her nightmares. 

But she had wings now, like an eagle, but better. And wings made the sea 
irrelevant. 


» » « 


By morning, the fire in the ballroom was out, and the Revinir had dealt with 
her tiny battered heart. Thisbe was dead to her. Or, quite literally, she soon 
would be. The dragon-woman hadn't lifted the kill order, and didn’t intend to. 
She didn’t care who followed through with it, as long as someone did. Didn't 
care if she ever set eyes on that traitorous girl again. In fact, maybe it would be 
best if she never did. 

But Drock the dark purple was another matter the Revinir would have to 
look into. Had he helped the two escape? They were heading toward that 
abandoned palace. Perhaps the dragon had gotten confused and thought he 
was doing right by rescuing Rohan. Or... perhaps he wasn’t under the mind 
control spell at all, which at this point was only a small problem amid the 
greater mess the Revinir faced. She might have to have Drock killed just to put 
that one behind her. 

The red dragons would probably do that for her, she realized with a small 
smile. And if they didn’t, maybe she could use Drock against the people of 
Artimé and beat them at their own game. 

Whatever the case, it was time to fight, and the sooner the better—before 
the few Artiméans here brought in the rest of their troops. Today the Revinir 
would attempt to let go of the relationship she thought she’d had with Thisbe. 
And shed round up the dragons and the people of Grimere and the 
surrounding villages and prepare to hunt down anyone who harbored her. The 
girl had dashed all of the Revinir’s hopes in an instant and stopped the 
Revinir’s dream of being a true, official dragon leader of the land of the 
dragons. 

Thisbe would pay. All of Artime would pay. Not just for the wrongs they’d 
done to her in the past few days, but for as far back as she could remember, 
standing on the shore of Warbler and watching her brother and sister sail 
away without her. 





SuFFering the Consequences 


An night in her dreams Thisbe tried to communicate telepathically with Fifer, 
and in the morning the words were a whisper on her lips. “Wake up, Fifer. 
Please. I need you.” She sat up and peered at her twin. The girl’s cheeks were 
ruddy, which was a good sign, but her eyes remained stubbornly closed. She'd 
rolled to her side in the night, though—or someone had moved her. But Dev’s 
face was drawn and gaunt. The two had to wake up soon, or they'd lose a lot of 
their strength. At least they were taking in scant amounts of water via a 
sponge spell component Aaron had managed to create out of some moss from 
the riverbank. 

Florence was nearby, stoking the fire as Aaron and Seth carried several fish 
up the stairs to be cooked for breakfast. Everyone else was awake. Rohan 
appeared, coming up the stairs a moment later with an armload of apples from 
the orchard. He handed them out. 

“We weren't able to collect many before,” Thisbe remarked before biting 
into one. She stretched and got to her feet, still chewing. 

“Many what?” asked Florence, in an attempt to be civil, though it was clear 
the warrior trainer still had her doubts about Thisbe’s story. 


Thisbe swallowed and attempted the same—they’d have to all get along in 
order to beat the Revinir. “Apples. Only a few fell inside the red dragons’ 
invisible boundaries, and we couldn't cross them.” 

“Except when you wanted to leave,” Florence pointed out, and the way she 
said it made Thisbe glance sharply at her. It seemed like Florence was 
challenging her story. 

“Right,” Thisbe said tersely, but her heart sank. She scrambled to explain. 
“When we three decided it was time for me to leave, I... I spoke to the front 
corner dragon. In a roar, because I’m part dragon, obviously. And because the 
Revinir had given the dragons instructions...” Thisbe trailed off, realizing she 
was repeating herself from last night. And by emphasizing this part of the tale, 
she only sounded defensive and desperate to be believed. Which she was, it 
was true, but that somehow made her story seem less credible. She sighed and 
took another bite of the apple. “You don’t believe me.” 

Florence kept her gaze pointed at the fireplace. “I didn’t say that.” 

“You don’t have to. It’s clear.” Thisbe moved to the stairs. “I’m going to the 
river to clean up. I’m a mess from escaping that forest fire.” 

Rohan bit his lip as he watched her go, wavering between following her 
and letting her have some time alone, and eventually choosing the latter. Then 
he looked at Florence. “She’s hurt you don’t believe her.” 

“I have to protect our people,” Florence said, more sharply than she usually 
spoke. “It’s my duty. Fifer is unconscious, Aaron is too stuck inside his own 
head, and Simber is swayed by his devotion to the twins. Somebody has to ask 
the tough questions, and it falls to me.” 

Rohan gave her a measured look. He trusted her and looked up to her 
leadership. And he understood at least a little why she was still skeptical 
despite Thisbe’s explanation. “I can only tell you,” he said, “that at the castle, 
Thisbe told me the truth about everything once I figured out what she was 
doing. She was very worried about me taking in the dragon-bone broth, and 
her fears were warranted. It’s the first thing the Revinir did to me. If I hadnt 
had a buildup of the ancestor broth already in my system, things might have 
gone badly much earlier than they did. And I might not be here.” 

Florence nodded slowly. “Right. But now Ishibashi isn’t here.” 

Rohan closed his eyes, pained. “Right.” 

Florence let out a frustrated noise. “Look. Just because I was carved out of 
rock doesn’t mean my heart is made of stone. It’s... hard to put this all 


together. Hard to use my mind efficiently when I hurt so much.” She hesitated. 
“T still can’t believe that Thisbe would miss with that obliterate spell. Aaron 
told me she verbally stumbled and said the wrong word. That is just... It’s so 
improbable for her—for someone at her level of expertise. I believe much of 
her story, but I think she might still be lying about something big.” 

Rohan looked up, alarmed. “What?” 

“About her feelings.” 

Rohan’s lungs contracted. “Feelings for... whom?” he whispered. 

Florence glanced at him and saw the look of dread on his face. She 
softened. “Not for you. I think those are true. I mean her feelings and desire 
for power. And her relationship with the Revinir.” 

Rohan looked away, troubled. He recollected that moment when Thisbe 
had bobbled the spell. He thought about how she had so smoothly fooled the 
Revinir for many days, working her way into the dragon-woman’s tiny heart. 
She'd been so convincing, as one would expect from such a naturally skilled 
actor. But what if it wasn’t all an act? 


The thought left Rohan cold. 


» » « 


Thisbe returned, and everyone trickled back up to the library to eat the 
cooked fish together. They tended to the still unconscious ones. Florence 
administered another dose of medicine to them, and Thisbe held the wet 
sponge to their lips, trying to get a bit of water to seep into their mouths. 

“Water,” Fifer whispered. She choked and coughed on the dribble, and her 
eyes fluttered. 

“Fifer,” Thisbe said, holding her sister’s head. When Fifer stopped coughing, 
Thisbe pressed the sponge against her sister’s lips again. She heard the word 
“water” ring in her ears, as if it were an echo. Then she realized Fifer had sent 
the word to her telepathically like she’d done before. Thisbe frowned, puzzled. 
Fifer turned her head away from the sponge. 

“She’s been doing that for days,” Seth said in a low voice. “She asks for 
water, but then doesn’t want it.” 

Thisbe pinched her eyelids shut, thinking it through. Whatever Fifer was 
trying to communicate, Thisbe didn’t understand. She sent a message back. 


What do you mean? Please wake up! I need your help. Florence... doesn’t believe me. 
Tears welled in Thisbe’s eyes, and she kept her head bent over her sister so her 
hair would hide her face. If she started crying now, she might never stop. 
Because maybe Florence was right to question Thisbe’s intentions. 

The thing Thisbe wanted to know was why did she feel a twinge in her 
heart when it came to the Revinir, after all the horrible things the dragon- 
woman had done? Did it make Thisbe a bad person to have sympathy for 
someone like that? Is that the trait Aaron was so afraid she had? 

A few minutes later, when Thisbe’s overwhelming wave of emotion had 
passed and she was helping everyone else clean up, Fifer’s eyes fluttered again. 
But this time they stayed open. She blinked a few times, trying to clear her 
head. Trying to remember where she was and what had happened to her. And 
it all came rushing back: The fight with the red dragons. Florence in pieces and 
Fifer putting her back together again. Dev valiant with his homemade spears 
against the fierce attack of the Revinir’s dragon guards. “Dev?” she called out, 
her voice raspy. “Florence?” 

Everyone turned. As Fifer struggled to lift her head, Thisbe and Florence 
rushed to Fifer’s side. 

“Youre awake!” Thisbe cried. “Oh, Fifer. Thank goodness.” Thisbe bent 
down to support Fifer’s shoulders. Tears slipped down Thisbe’s cheeks, and she 
buried her face in Fifer’s robe and tried to stop crying—she didn’t want to 
frighten Fifer. But the sobs exploded from Thisbe’s chest, and all the sadness 
leaked out. 

Fifer stared at her sister for a moment, her eyes clouded, her expression 
confused. “What’s wrong? Why are you back?” she said weakly. “Does this 
mean... it’s over? The Revinir is dead?” 





A Heartfelt Plea 


Tibete hefe grow hor, and she struggled to regain her composure—she 
didn’t need anybody seeing her bawling her eyes out right now when they 
were skeptical of her every word and action. She lifted her head and sniffed 
hard. “I—no, the Revinir is still alive. I tried to obliterate her. And I missed.” 
She felt her throat tighten again despite her efforts. “I messed up everything, 
Fife. Like, absolutely everything.” The tears began again, and she covered her 
mouth as if that would stifle her sobs. “But I’m so glad... to see... you...” She 
couldn’t continue. The uninvited jags burst forth again, and they broke the 
tottering dam that Thisbe had been trying to hold together for weeks. Fifer 
was awake. She seemed like she was going to be okay. Soon Thisbe would have 
to let her down again with more terrible news. 

“There, there, Thiz,” Fifer said as Simber peered up into the room from the 
stairs to see what was going on with the girls. With a look of relief at the sight 
of his head mage awake and looking all right, he settled back down again. “’m 
so glad you're back,” Fifer crooned weakly, patting Thisbe’s back. “Whatever 
has gone on, we'll... figure it out—” Fifer noticed Dev and uttered a slight gasp. 
“What happened to him?” She struggled out of Thisbe’s grasp and rolled to her 
side toward Dev, then tried to sit up but faltered. Thisbe sobbed a bit more, 


then sniffed and moved away when Aaron came over to give Fifer a hearty hug 
and help her sit up. 

“Dev’s alive but unconscious,” said Rohan. “Florence can explain about 
him.” 

“It’s good to see you awake, Fifer,” Aaron said quietly. He didn’t 
acknowledge Thisbe or her tears. 

“Thanks, but I don’t understand anything. How did you get here? What’s 
going on?” Fifer looked at Florence. “Are you okay now? What happened after 
I brought you back to life?” 

Florence, Maiven, and Sky moved over to the fireplace area, and Sky began 
toasting some bread for Fifer to nibble on. Seth came and sat next to Fifer, 
leaving Thisbe free to back away from the group, which felt more comfortable 
at the moment. Aaron returned to brooding in the corner by the staircase, 
near Simber, close enough to listen in. 

“Tm fine, thanks to you,” Florence replied. “Were so glad you woke up. 
After I shot a couple of arrows, the red dragon grabbed you with its tail and 
tossed you across the yard. Dev became furious and charged at it with his 
spear. He and I killed it together, but its head fell on him.” 

As Fifer took it in, the blood drained from her face. “Is he going to be 
okay?” 

“We don’t know. He seems to be healing well with our magical medicine, 
but he hasn't woken up. Henry sent me a note this morning with a new option 
to try, so we’re working on it.” 

Fifer lifted her hand to cover her eyes as a wave of emotion washed through 
her. Then she rolled back on her sofa, exhausted already. “Oh, dear Dev,” she 
moaned. “You don’t deserve any of this.” She took a moment to gather her 
thoughts, then turned back to Thisbe. “So... if you're here, that means everyone 
knows?” 

“I... yes,” said Thisbe, glancing furtively at Florence. “I mean, I told them 
everything. I had to. I’m not sure if they believe me, though.” 

“We—I do believe... most of it,” Florence said, somewhat unconvincingly. “I 
just have questions. And concerns.” 

“As do I,” said Maiven. 

Aaron mumbled something from where he sat. 

Thisbe pressed her lips together and looked at Fifer. “It’s been a bit tough,” 


she managed to say before her voice broke once more. With Fifer awake, and 


others in the room still questioning, Thisbe got to her feet. “I’m going to get 
some air while you all talk to Fifer—to make it fully clear that she and I 
haven’t spoken or tried to get our stories straight. You'll see soon enough that 
I’ve told the truth.” 

Thisbe continued toward the bannister and rounded it, passing Aaron. He 
glanced up and caught Thisbe’s furtive look. He didn’t indicate whether he 
believed her or not, but his expression wasn’t quite as cold as before. 

Thisbe blew out a breath. As Simber slowly backed down the staircase to 
the fifth-floor landing, making room for Thisbe to get past him, Thisbe’s mind 
returned to her big flub with the obliterate spell. She still felt tremendous 
guilt for messing it up, and that worried her. Aaron seemed unable to forgive 
her or believe her—did he truly know more about her nature than she did, like 
he’d implied in the desert? Was there still something to worry about? Was 
there a chance Thisbe would go astray again, even when surrounded by 
everyone she loved? She hesitated on the top step, wanting to ask him, but 
then again, she didn’t want to know the answers. 

Besides, how could Aaron ever understand Thisbe better than she 
understood herself? Thisbe knew without a doubt that there was no way she 
would turn on Artimé like that again. And it wasn’t like she’d actually done it 
once already—it had all been part of the plan. Her joining up with the Revinir 
hadn't been real. None of it. 

Still, Thisbe wondered what the Revinir was doing now. She’d sounded so 
hurt when they'd been hiding from her in the forest. But who wouldn't be, 
after an attempt on their life? Thisbe was sure she'd get over it soon. The 
Revinir was a monster. 

But she'd been a girl like Thisbe, once. 

“Stop thinking about Emma,” Thisbe muttered under her breath. With the 
stairway clear, she started down. 

“What's that?” asked Florence through the balusters. She and Maiven were 
looking down curiously at Thisbe as if waiting for an answer. 

Simber gave her a sharp look from below. “Who’s Emma?” 

Thisbe ignored Simber and looked up. “No one,” she said coolly. She caught 
Seth’s gaze and held it. “Thank you to those of you who believe me.” 

Seth pressed his lips firmly together and nodded slightly. 

Thisbe began descending again. “I’m going for a very long walk so you have 
plenty of time.” 


Sky and Maiven began to protest the need for her departure, but Thisbe 
slipped down the spiral stairs, calling back to them, “I want you to be one 
hundred percent sure you trust me. We can’t have anyone doubting anyone 
during this crucial time.” She continued down the stairs. 

“What's going on?” Fifer asked, searching the faces before her. “Why don’t 
you believe Thisbe? What’s happened?” 

The remaining group looked soberly from one to another, and in the 
uncomfortable moment, Maiven poured Fifer some tea to go with the toast 
Sky had made. “There have been some questions about all the lying everyone’s 
done,” she said. 

Rohan got up. “I don’t need to hear Fifer’s story to be convinced that 
Thisbe is telling the truth,” he said, and went after Thisbe. 

“I don’t need to hear it to believe Thisbe,” said Seth, “but I want to hear it. 
Pm staying.” 

With Rohan gone, Simber crept back up to the top of the stairs. 

Once Thisbe could be seen through the window strolling toward the 
orchard, Aaron got up and moved to his sister’s sofa. He sat on the floor facing 
her. “All right, Fifer,” he said. “Is it true that you came up with a plan for 
Thisbe to infiltrate the Revinir’s castle in an attempt to get close to her, with 
the goal of destroying her? And that it was a smart idea not to tell any of us 
about this plan?” 

Fifer nodded defiantly. “It is true. And it was a smart idea.” 

Aaron blinked. “All right,” he said. “Once youve had some refreshments, 
tell us everything from the beginning.” 





HalF Apologies 


As the day wore on, Thisbe and Rohan slowly wandered the orchard and the 
deserted village, holding hands and not saying much, but each mulling things 
over. They looked through various homes, finding them empty but mostly 
inhabitable. They spoke a little about what must have happened for everyone 
to have left. As they pieced together all of the black-eyed people’s images that 
pounded their minds, along with the history that Rohan could remember 
from the books he'd read, it all seemed very sad. It added another level of 
discomfort to the day. But being together with Rohan, safe and not on the 
run, felt right and good. So that helped Thisbe’s mood a bit. 


Inside the palace library, Fifer regained some strength through the magic of 
Maiven’s tea and the toast Sky had made and was eager to tell her story in 
order to help her beloved sister. 

Fifer’s tale matched Thisbe’s. 

When Fifer was done and thoroughly ready to take a long nap, Florence 
spoke up. “Thank you. I’m sure you're exhausted. But... I have one question.” 


She hesitated, as if unsure whether to continue, then pressed onward. “Do you 
think Thisbe has developed sympathy for the Revinir?” She told Fifer how 
Thisbe had missed the dragon-woman with the spell by fumbling on the verbal 
component. 

Fifer rested thoughtfully, her eyes drooping. “I can’t imagine her feeling 
that way at all,” she said with a yawn. 

Before Aaron and the rest could break the news of Ishibashi’s death to 
Fifer, the head mage was asleep. 

Florence addressed the others. “I’m still skeptical about that one thing,” she 
admitted. “But I owe Thisbe an apology. I'll be back in a while.” Her gaze 
rested on Aaron, and she gave him a quizzical glance. “Does anyone else want 
to join me?” 

“TIl speak to her later,” Maiven said quietly. 

Aaron frowned and shook his head. “Not right now. I’m still... processing. I 
hope you can all understand. Something’s not quite adding up, and I’m... ’m 
feeling pretty raw still. It’s going to take some time for me.” 

Florence went after the couple, searching the village until she found a home 
deep in the center of the village with its front door standing wide open. She 
approached and ducked her head to look inside. It seemed as if this place 
hadn't been picked over quite as thoroughly as the others. The two were 
scavenging useful items. 

“Thisbe?” Florence called out when she spotted them. 

Thisbe turned, her expression as stony as Florence’s. “What is it?” 

“I came to tell you that I’m sorry,” Florence said. 

Thisbe waited, but there was no more to it. So she nodded stiffly. “All 
right.” Then she turned to Rohan. “Let’s bring this stuff back to the palace. We 
can start making weapons tonight.” 

“TIL... help carry things,” said Florence. 

“Suit yourself.” 

It was far from the most comfortable situation the two from Artimeée had 
been in together. Florence didn’t elaborate on what she actually felt sorry 
about, and Thisbe was still hurt. Distrust hung between them. 

But they went together back to the palace, where everyone who was able 
came down to greet Thisbe. 

Aaron came first, stiffly. “I believe you,” he said, but he avoided her gaze. 
Though they shared an awkward hug, Thisbe could tell something was still 


bothering him greatly. But at least they were on the same side against the 
Revinir. 

Maiven, on the other hand, apologized wholeheartedly for the tone she'd 
taken, and Sky also affirmed she believed Thisbe. Simber seemed distant and 
slightly skeptical, still, but agreed with the others that her story was sound. 
And Seth felt quite proud to have believed her all along, which almost made 
up for the rest of them. 

Despite the lingering uneasiness, it felt good to be together. Thisbe had 
spent so much time alone, in her head, trying to single-handedly destroy the 
Revinir. So having backup was a relief. The momentum from becoming 
focused on one goal raised their spirits, which was much needed after losing 
Ishibashi. 

As everyone settled down for the evening, Dev stirred. He sipped water 
from the sponge, then groaned and sank back into unconsciousness. “I think 
he’s going to pull through,” Florence announced to the others. “Henry’s 
suggestion seems to be working.” She gave him another dose. 

It was the lift they all needed. But things didn’t feel normal, and Thisbe 
didn’t know what would have to happen to make it that way. She feared her 
unsettled feelings wouldn't go away soon... especially once she found out that 
Fifer still didn’t know about Ishibashi. 





Back in Artime 


Carina and the team of ghost dragons finally made it to Artime. Upon their 
arrival, Carina leaped from her dragon and ran to embrace her children, Ava 
and Lukas, and her husband, Sean Ranger. But when their joyous reunion was 
over, Sean pulled Carina aside to tell her the shocking news of Ishibashi’s 
death. 

Others soon gathered to help her process the loss: Henry and Thatcher 
Haluki, as well as Kaylee Jones and Lani and Samheed Burkesh-Haluki. By 
now the shock of the scientist’s death had somewhat lessened for the 
Artiméans, but witnessing Carina learning of it brought the sadness back in 
waves again, especially for Henry. 

Artime’s chief healer knew a lot more about the reason for the scientists’ 
long lives than anyone else did. He knew about the glowing blue seaweed that 
had first saved a dying tortoise’s life, then that of Karkinos the crab. The 
seaweed had seemed to allow the scientists to live immortally after they'd 
ingested it—but few others knew this. Ishibashi had sworn Henry to secrecy 
back when he was just a budding teenage healer and had told him that he 
must have a human's consent before using it on anyone because of the 
unknown side effects. 


Henry had carried some of the seaweed in his medical kit for a while, just 
in case... but then he stopped after Meghan Ranger had died under his care. 
She’d been unresponsive, so he hadn’t been able to ask her if she wanted to 
take it before it was too late. The memory haunted him. But he’d done what 
Ishibashi had instructed him to do. It was better not to have the seaweed. 
There was less guilt, and he spent fewer sleepless nights wondering if he'd 
made a mistake. He’d never been sorry not to have it. 

So how had Ishibashi come to die, when the seaweed not only saved lives 
but also seemingly made those who ingested it immortal? Henry had talked 
with Ito about it after the news came in. The oldest scientist was at least 120 
years old, and he’d taken in a great amount of the seaweed over time. It had 
been an experiment among the three men from the Island of Shipwrecks. Ito 
ate a small amount daily, Sato only when feeling ill, and Ishibashi only once 
when they first discovered it more than sixty years ago. Perhaps the fact that 
Ishibashi had only taken a single dose a very long time ago had something to 
do with his vulnerability to death when attacked, but no one knew for sure. 

Ito was shocked and saddened and had abruptly taken ill over the news, 
but after a while he seemed grateful to know that it was possible to die, 
despite the seaweed, for he and Sato were growing frail, and they worried 
about their quality of life as the years pressed on. 

Still, the Revinir ending the life of such a man as Ishibashi, no matter his 
age, was a horrible evil. There was nothing the two remaining scientists 
wanted more than to see their friends succeed against the dragon-woman. 
They would be biding their time in Artimé, hoping for everyone to return 
safely. 

Henry was restless with wanting to know more about how the attack on 
Aaron and Ishibashi had happened, because the note they'd received didn’t 
really explain much. But he’d find out soon enough. And now that Carina and 
the dragons were here, the fighters of the seven islands were ready and eager 
to go. Lani, Samheed, and Kaylee had been in communication with Florence 
all this time, discussing training, and brainstorming and plotting their attack 
based on a variety of scenarios. Their transportation had arrived, and the 
group of leaders made plans to have everyone depart in grand fashion first 
thing in the morning for Ashguard’s palace, as instructed. 

Inside her apartment, Carina wrapped herself in the comfort of her family; 
only Seth wasn’t with them at the moment, and she missed him. She wondered 


how he was handling the news of Ishibashi’s death, and she felt terrible that 
she hadn’t been there with him when he’d found out. She checked in with him 
via a send spell, letting him know she was safely in Artimé and had heard the 
terrible news, and asked how things were going there. 

While she awaited a response, she carefully set aside everything she'd need 
for the journey. Sean had packed for himself and the younger children already, 
and their bags sat neatly near the door. 

Over the course of several messages, Seth updated her on what had 
happened with Fifer and Thisbe. They talked a bit about the trust that had 
been lost, and how hard it seemed to put it back in place again—how that 
might take a while. Seth told her that Florence and Aaron had seemed 
especially suspicious of Thisbe and remained wary even though the stories 
checked out. And they also talked about Ishibashi’s death and how Seth had 
watched over the body, and how that had affected him. Then he added one last 


message. 


Hey Mom, 
Do you think death is just... the end? Or is Ishibashi someplace else? And Alex? 


It was enough to make Carina pause. She sat down on the sofa in their 
apartment and read the words over again. Shed wondered the same thing 
many times. Imagined that there was someplace other than the ground for the 
soul to fly off to. It had helped her get through many losses, including Seth’s 
father. She had doubts but hoped it was true. And hope of this sort wouldn’t 
hurt anyone in a time like this. She penned a reply. 


Seth, 


Life seems senseless if there isn’t something more, doesn’t it? It’s comforting to 
believe there’s a world beyond, where the ones we love and miss are sharin 

y g 
good times with others while waiting for us. I think it’s all right to wrap 
yourself up in that thought. I will see you soon. 


Love, 


Mom 


Carina touched the message to her lips and sent it off with a whisper to her 
firstborn. They'd been through a lot together. She knew he would be all right, 
but it still hurt to know he was feeling the recent deaths in a way Carina had 
felt the deaths a generation ago. Seth’s father first, then Mr. Today. Her 
mother, Eva Fathom—that had been a complicated one to process. Meghan 
Ranger and Mr. Appleblossom, and even Liam Healy and more had touched 
them all in various ways. Then Alex, a huge loss. And now, their dearest 
Ishibashi. Life had dealt the Artiméans so many blows. If they succeeded in 
their mission, would the untimely deaths finally end? How many more would 
they lose in the struggle to bring peace to all the lands within reach? 

With a heavy sigh, Carina went outside to make sure the ghost dragons 
were comfortable in the lagoon for the night and remind them to stay there. 
Then she returned to her kin, kissed sleeping Lukas and Ava, and sank into her 
bed next to Sean, wondering how long it would be before she would know 
such comfort again. 





An Impressive Lineup 


In the morning, everyone from the seven islands who was able and ready to 
fight collected their components, weapons, and travel bags and met on the 
lawn. Carina sought out Lani and whispered a new idea to her that she’d come 
up with. 

Lani nodded enthusiastically. “That sounds wise. Last night I sent the squid 
to find Talon and Spike—with any luck we'll see them later.” 

“Perfect.” 

The women split up and began directing traffic, guiding people to open 
spots on the lawn. The extended area soon filled up. People and creatures from 
Quill and the Island of Legends and Warbler joined the Artiméans. Only a few 
stayed behind as caretakers of the mansion. Even young Daniel Stowe-Jones 
joined them on this journey—Kaylee couldn’t bear to stay at home when her 
skills were needed, and she couldn't leave the boy with Ito when Sato was so ill 
and in need of Ito’s caretaking. There would always be people on this journey 
to protect him. And even if Kaylee had to stay back from fighting in order to 
keep Daniel safe, at least she was closer to the battle and could help in other 
ways. 


The army of ghost dragons lined Artime’s extended shoreline, and they 
were bolstered by the sight of so many strangers ready to fight on their behalf. 
Carina, Sean, Samheed, Lani, Copper, Crow, Scarlet, Henry, Thatcher, and 
even Lhasa the snow lion took the lead positions on board the dragons. Each 
ghost dragon was then populated with all sorts of willing fighters. 

Statues like the telepathic gargoyles Matilda and Charlie, the tiki, the 
ostrich, Captain Ahab, Jim the winged tortoise, and Kitten and Fox went with 
Lani’s dragon. Magical creatures who could fight, like Rufus and his army of 
squirrelicorns, rested on Samheed’s dragon—they could fly, but not long 
distances, so it was better to ride. With them was Panther from the jungle, 
who was finding this venture to be a bit angsty, but so far she was holding her 
own. The promise of seeing Simber soon seemed to calm her and keep her 
focused, and the urge to stalk and pounce on unsuspecting squirrelicorns 
lessened somewhat. 

Legendary creatures from Karkinos joined Lhasa on her dragon—a small 
army of drop bears, Vido the golden rooster, and the hibagon, who kept 
himself shielded so no one would actually stare too long at him and fall in 
love, as had happened in the past with a pirate. 

Sean’s, Thatcher’s, and Henry’s dragons all carried humans from Artime 
and Quill and many medical, food, and magical supplies that Florence had 
asked them to deliver. 

Carina’s ghost dragon would transport Asha, Prindi, Reza, and the other 
black-eyed future rulers of the land of the dragons, as well as Henry and 
Thatcher's children, including Ibrahim and Clementi. And Copper, ruler of 
Warbler, led with her assistant, Phoenix, and dozens of other Warblerans 
anxious to help Artimé and the land of the dragons in their time of need. They 
would do anything to keep Queen Eagala from returning to take over their 
island again, and many of them had learned the basic freeze spell from Lani 
over the past weeks, which would definitely come in handy if all of their plans 
came to fruition. 

In the moments before departure, Carina noted that the last ghost dragon 
in the lineup still had plenty of room on her back. Carina went to speak to her 
privately, and the ghost dragon nodded her head and backed into the water, 
creating space around her. Then Carina went inside the mansion and up to the 
no-longer-a-secret hallway. 


There was still one door up there that no one knew how to open, but 
Carina wasn't thinking about that now. Instead she went into the Museum of 
Large and weaved her way between the large things, ending up at OI’ Tater’s 
feet. The enormous mastodon statue stood frozen with a blissful look on his 
face. It reminded Carina that the last time they'd frozen him, hed been 
enjoying quite a nice time playing in the water’s edge after Frieda Stubbs had 
been taken out of power. 

Carina placed her hand on the statue’s side and closed her eyes. She 
concentrated on the place she wanted him to move to—the back of the ghost 
dragon to whom she'd just spoken. When she was ready, she whispered, 
“Transport.” The statue disappeared, and Carina ran swiftly outside to make 
sure it had appeared in the right place. 

Everything was as it should be. Ol Tater was all set for an adventure. 
Whether they’d wake him up remained to be seen, but he was good to have 
around just in case. They could always stash him somewhere else until they 
needed him. 

And so they set off, an army larger than the world of the seven islands had 
ever seen before, stretching across the sky on the backs of majestic ghost 
dragons. As they went, a message arrived and weaved through the masses into 


the proper hands. 


Carina, 


When you have the gorge between the worlds in sight, veer sharply to the 
northwest. Make a semicircle around the villages and the forest, keeping a great 
distance from sight of anyone on the ground and from any dragons patrolling 
the areas. Then turn south at the cavelands. When you cross the mountain 
range, youll see an old palace and beyond it an abandoned village. Settle 
everyone there, and hide yourselves from any dragons flying about. Home base 
is inside the center tower of the palace. 


Florence 


Carina passed along the instructions to her team leaders aboard the various 
ghost dragons, though she altered them slightly, for she hadn’t yet told 
Florence about the new plan she and Lani had come up with that morning. 
One of them would have to make a small detour, though Carina wasn’t quite 


sure how to do it without being seen by anyone at the castle. She knew of the 
ghost dragon’s fog ability by now, but she’d also just learned from Seth that the 
Revinir had figured out how to detect them. So there would have to be 
another way. 

As they flew, the mood was grim and purposeful. This was no lark. They 
were heading toward the battle of a lifetime. Some of them looked back at 
their dear land of Artimé, wondering if they’d ever see it again. 





An Upward Turn 


Once they were past Warbler Island, Carina urged her ghost dragon to push 
ahead of the others so she had an unobstructed view of the sea below. The 
woman enlisted help from Asha, Prindi, and the rest of her team to scan the 
waters, looking for movement—a spray of water or a flash of bronze. They 
were in search of Spike Furious, Alex’s magically created whale with a long 
spike on her head, and Talon, the flying bronze giant. The two had been 
searching far and wide with Issie, the sea monster, for Issie’s baby, who had 
been missing for over seven hundred years. 

Several Artiméans had seen Issie’s baby, Isobel, not too long ago, and she'd 
even rescued a few of them. But she'd elusively slipped away from the seven 
islands before her mother could find her. Carina glanced at Lani on a different 
dragon and saw she was searching too. 

No one caught sight of anything, and they had to give up when it became 
too dark to see. “Perhaps they'll see us,” said Prindi, lighting a blinding 
highlighter at half brightness. 

“Good idea,” Carina said, and she instructed others to do so as well. But 
still, Talon and Spike didn’t appear. 

“We may have to abandon that part of the plan,” Carina called out to Lani. 


But when they approached the place where the Island of Fire should be, the 
volcano broke through the surface in glorious fashion, spitting out fire, then 
water. And then passengers. The burning lava illuminated the travelers: Talon, 
Issie the sea monster, the giant squid, Spike Furious—and in the midst of them 
was the seven-hundred-year-old baby Isobel herself. 

“Oh, look!” said Lani. 

“You've found her!” Carina shouted to Talon. “They’ve been reunited!” 

“And I see I’m not too late to join you,” called the bronze giant, flapping his 
wings to stay in the air. As the four sea creatures splashed into the water and 
disappeared under the surface, safe and together at last in their world, the 
Artiméans cheered. 

Talon circled around the army in flight, searching through the darkness for 
the dragon next to Carina’s that held most of the legendary creatures from 
Karkinos. He landed with a spring in his step. “It was a beautiful reunion,” he 
said to Carina as Lhasa bounded across the ghost dragon's back to greet him. 
Talon gave her a hug, then turned back to Carina. “The squid found us shortly 
after and urged us to return to our world, and now I understand why. It looks 
like we have another job to do.” 

Lani grinned at him from the ghost dragon on the other side of him. 
“You're right,” she called out. “Welcome back. Your success with Isobel has just 
lifted my spirits tremendously. You've given me hope that we can accomplish 
what we are about to do.” 

Carina smiled faintly and nodded in agreement. She wasn’t so sure. But as 
shed said earlier in her written conversation with Seth, hope definitely 
wouldn’t hurt. 

“Tm eager to learn what’s going on,” said Talon. 

From the sea, Spike Furious rose above the surface and followed along at 
the speed of the dragons. “You must avenge the Alex’s death!” she warbled. “I 
am with you in spirit!” 

The people of Artimé tapped their fists to their chests in solidarity and 
called encouragingly to Spike. They would do everything in their power to 
return with news for the whale. Poor Spike had never gotten over the loss of 
the one who had created her. No doubt she felt terribly helpless now. 

With Talon here, Carina’s previous idea that she'd shared with Lani was 
now possible to carry out. “We'll fill you in on all the details,” Carina told 
Talon. “But first, are you okay with making a detour to deliver some 


important goods to the castle? You'll have to do it without being seen.” She 
peered through the darkness, trying to find Matilda and Charlie, the 
telepathic stone gargoyles. Then she patted her shirt pocket, confirming that 
Kitten was still there. “Come on over,” she called to Talon. “Td love a moment 
to confer.” 

“By all means,” Talon said, and flew to her. 

Carina beckoned him to land on the ghost dragon she was riding on. “Have 
you ever wanted to be invisible?” she asked. 

“Who wouldn't?” asked the bronze giant. “Simber says it’s a lovely feeling.” 

“Great. Sometime tomorrow we'll be approaching the gorge. And I have a 
very important job for you. It’s one that’s going to help us out... a lot.” 





Gaining Strength 


By morning Fifer was up and carefully moving around. Her body ached. Her 
head did too, but that was probably because of feeling terrible about all the 
confrontations she’d missed. Poor Thisbe had endured it all alone, and then 
there was the grilling from Florence and Aaron... eesh. Fifer hadn’t planned on 
that and felt bad for her twin. But then they'd told her about Ishibashi’s death, 
which had set her back on the sofa for a while, trying to comprehend it. It was 
sickening to learn about. It made her feel numb that he was gone. Buried. 
Never to be seen again. It felt so abrupt. No wonder everyone’s emotions were 
high. 

Once all the information had been shared by her and with her, and after 
shed had a moment to breathe, she asked Thisbe to go outside with her. 
Ishibashi’s death felt like a warning, and she needed to think. “Things have 
ramped up,” she muttered to herself. Then, turning to Seth, “Keep an eye on 
Dev for me, will you?” Fifer asked. “If he wakes up, give him water and some 
more herbs.” 

“I know how to take care of people,” Seth said, feeling a bit cross to have 
her dictating orders like that. “Who do you think has been nursing you back to 
health all this time?” His very close friend Fifer had doted on Dev from the 


moment she'd woken up. She'd hardly given Seth a glance or a word of thanks. 
It was annoying. And Seth was feeling completely out of sorts with nothing 
much to do except hang around and somehow plan for an attack nobody quite 
knew how or when to carry out. 

“Sorry,” Fifer said weakly. “I know you do. That was a rude thing for me to 
say. And... I’m grateful.” 

Seth shrugged. “It’s all right.” At least she’d apologized. But he’d been the 
one sticking up for the girls all this time, saying they had to have had a bigger 
goal in mind against the Revinir, and casting doubt on Florence’s and Aaron’s 
wild theories that Thisbe had actually gone against them. He wanted to 
blatantly announce that he'd stood up for them so that he could get some 
credit for once. But that wasn’t Seth’s style. He wasn’t bold or brash like that. 
He just wanted them to appreciate him without him having to remind them 
to do it. 

There was more to Seth’s feelings now, though. Since the arrival of Rohan 
and Dey, it seemed like he had taken a distant back seat, and he was the only 
one who'd realized it. It’s not that he didn’t like the other boys. He thought 
Dev was all right, and he’d gotten to know Rohan a little. It was just... he 
didn’t feel like he was as close to the girls anymore now that they had their 
life-altering goals to achieve, and their new friends to help them. 

He watched Fifer get up, and didn’t offer to help her. There was some small, 
momentary satisfaction in that, but it didn’t linger, and after a moment of 
watching her struggle, he felt bad and jumped to his feet. “Do you need help?” 
he asked. 

“Tm going to try on my own,” Fifer said, glancing at him and flashing a 
grateful smile. “But thanks for the offer.” He reluctantly smiled back and sat 
down again. The girls moved to the stairs and eased down them at a snail’s 
pace for Fifer’s sake. Every movement hurt, but she badly wanted some space 
from the others. And her mind was occupied with a lot of things. Fifer was 
terribly worried about Dev. Florence had said hed actually helped slay a 
dragon—she could hardly believe it, but after a while it sank in and didn’t 
seem so unlikely. Dev was... well, he was incredible in an under-the-radar way. 
And the two of them had grown awfully close after all they’d gone through. 

Her heart ached, thinking of him lying there so helplessly as his body 
mended with the magical medicine. If only he’d wake up! He needed to drink 
more water and eat real food or he’d die. The medicinal herbs and some 


mashed apple they'd slid inside his cheek werent going to cut it for much 
longer. 

Thisbe had a lot on her mind too. And even though the group had come 
together and had tried to mend the hurt feelings, things hadn’t magically felt 
fine again. In fact, she still felt like she was getting negative vibes from 
Florence and Aaron, and even Simber. It was annoying, and it made her want 
to shout in frustration, but she couldn’t actually put her feelings into words. 
Florence and Aaron were talking to her. But everything felt... cold. What more 
did they want from her? 

At least she had Fifer and Seth and Rohan backing her up. And Sky and 
Maiven seemed normal now too, so that was better than before. She held out 
her hand at the bottom of the steps to help Fifer. “Did the foxes ever come 
back?” Fifer asked, peering underneath the staircase. 

“No, but I’ve seen them since I returned,” said Thisbe. “They've been 
running around. I think they're glad the dragons are gone.” 

“Where have the bodies gone to?” asked Fifer. She started the seemingly 
endless walk toward the river, anxious for a bath. “How on earth did you get 
rid of them?” 

“Drock and the ghost dragons took care of them. Quite a relief, actually. I’m 
not sure anyone else knew what to do.” 

“Could have done the transport spell once they were dead,” Fifer said. “It 
worked on the whale bones, didn’t it?” 

Thisbe blinked, realizing Fifer was talking about the whale skeleton—which 
would become Spike Furious—that Alex had transported before they were 
born. “I guess.” She shrugged. “It’s done now.” 

Fifer stopped to catch her breath halfway to the river. She squinted into 
the orchard, seeing the fresh mound of dirt and the grave marker. “Oh,” she 
said, and went toward it. “Oh no. Is this...?” 

“Yeah.” Thisbe cringed and went with her. She hadn't felt right about 
paying her respects. It was partially her fault that Ishibashi had been killed, 
and she was having trouble dealing with it. Had Ishibashi died thinking Thisbe 
had caused his death? The twins stood together looking at the dirt and feeling 
awful for a variety of reasons. 

“Why do you think your spell missed her?” Fifer asked quietly. 

“It was just a mistake,” Thisbe said too quickly. Too defensively. 


Fifer didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, “You don’t make mistakes 
like that.” 

Thisbe closed her eyes. She felt gutted, like all the air inside her had been 
pushed out and there was nothing left outside to breathe. A small swift breeze 
seemed to rise up from the grave, and it gave her a chill. 

“Is it because you felt sorry for the Emma inside the monster?” 

Thisbe’s eyes flew open. How on earth did Fifer guess it so quickly? But of 
course Thisbe knew why. Sometimes these things happen with twins, and the 
older they got, the more the two noticed their connection. Not to mention, 
Fifer knew as much about the Revinir’s past as Thisbe did, now. They'd both 
ruminated, silently and out loud together, about what had made Emma move 
so sharply toward evil. Thisbe turned her head slightly and found Fifer 
studying her. 

“That’s it, isn’t it?” asked Fifer. 

Thisbe was struck by how sickly her sister still looked. She sighed in defeat 
and turned away, but her eyes landed on the grave again. “I’m sorry, Ishibashi,” 
she whispered. A sob escaped her. 

After a moment, Thisbe couldn’t stand it any longer, and she stepped back, 
eyes swimming and voice cracking. “I can’t do this. Not right now.” 

“I know. It’s okay.” Fifer took Thisbe’s arm, signaling it was time to move 
on. As the two continued toward the river, Fifer was deep inside her thoughts. 
When they reached the bank, she unfastened her head mage robe and took it 
off in preparation for her bath, then turned to Thisbe. “I think Ishibashi is 
somehow finding comfort in the fact that your compassion affected you. He 
would understand.” 

“You don’t know that.” Thisbe’s ribs ached. She wanted it to be true, yet she 
hated this conversation for ripping her insides to shreds when she wasn’t ready 
for it. She didn’t think Ishibashi would be comforted at all—he’d still died, 
hadn't he? There was no finding comfort in anything after that. How was she 
supposed to live with this guilt? Would it ever go away? 

Fifer handed Thisbe her clothes and slipped into the river. She let the water 
soothe her sore body. The two didn’t talk. Both were trying to figure out life 
and how to live it properly, and discovering there was no way to do that. Every 
time they turned around, some new wrench was being thrown at them. They 
both just needed a moment to catch their breath, and they both kept not 
getting one. While Thisbe stood waiting, thinking, mourning, and trying to 


figure out the jumbled mess of emotions inside her, a shout rang out from the 
tower-library window. 
“Dev is awake!” Seth called. He hesitated, making sure the girls could hear 
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him. Then he added, less enthusiastically, “Fifer, he’s asking for you 





Brought Back To LiFe 


The simple words that Seth shouted had a profound effect on the ailing girl in 
the river. Fifer, he’s asking for you! Fifer sucked in a sharp breath and started 
scrambling for the shore, forgetting how weak she still was. She stumbled and 
fell into the water, then emerged and tried again as Thisbe watched, agog. 

“You could help me, you know,” Fifer said, panting. Her limbs felt like 
noodles. 

Thisbe threw Fifer’s clothes to the grass and reached out. “Sorry,” she said. 
“I was just flabbergasted by your reaction. You almost jumped out of your 
skin.” 

Fifer’s face grew hot. “Aren't you excited to hear that Dev’s awake?” she said 
crossly. 

“Well, sure,” said Thisbe carefully. She eyed her sister. “Did you two actually 
become friends while I was gone? You were always sort of indifferent about 
him.” 

“Tm indifferent about everyone,” Fifer scoffed, and wrung out her hair, 
then gently shook herself to remove as much water as possible before putting 
her clothes back on. “Seems only natural that closeness would happen under 
the circumstances,” she said primly. “We went through a lot together, to be 


honest. Not just here, but after Alex died, before the Revinir controlled his 
mind. We're... I'd call us strong friends.” 

Thisbe squelched a grin. “Ah. Strong friends. A very normal thing to say.” 

“Shut it,” Fifer warned. 

“It’s just that you seem to have gotten your strength back and then some,” 
Thisbe teased. “Shall we jog on over? Do you need to fix your hair first?” 

“I don’t fix my hair for anyone but me,” Fifer retorted. She started toward 
the palace but slowed, her breath labored. “Wow, I’m spent,” she admitted. 

Thisbe took her arm to help support her. “I can imagine,” she said, sounding 
suspiciously too concerned. 

Fifer eyed her. “Do not.” 

“A boy like Dev can really wear out a girl.” 

“I said—” Fifer barked. “Honestly, Thiz! I've never teased you one single 
time about Rohan.” 

“That’s because you're one hundred percent pure goodness. But I’m super 
evil.” 

“Besides,” Fifer continued, ignoring her. “I don’t like him.” She stopped 
abruptly as Seth emerged from the base of the center tower. “I thought you 
might need help up the stairs,” he said, looking at Fifer. “I can carry you on my 
back. Or... whatever.” His pale skin flushed crimson. 

“Thank you,” said Fifer. “Td appreciate that. I’m feeling a little light-headed, 
actually.” 

Thisbe snorted. Fifer shot her a dagger look. Seth frowned, confused, but 
not sure if he wanted to know what was going on. 

“Climb on.” He turned and bent down while Thisbe helped hoist Fifer onto 
his back. Thisbe and Seth, with Fifer hanging on, moved to the stairs and 
started up them. 

“I didn’t expect you to be soaking wet,” Seth remarked halfway up. “You 
might have mentioned that.” 

“Sorry.” Fifer kept her eye on Thisbe, but her sister seemed to have dropped 
the line of teasing for now, which was a relief, since none of it was true. Fifer 
didn’t have feelings like that for anyone. Ever. She thought of herself as a 
person who didn’t need that kind of love. It seemed unnecessary. Just a few 
good friends—not too gushy or huggy, but people she could have deep 


conversations with and really count on—would do perfectly fine, as far as 


Fifer was concerned. Thisbe and Seth were at the top of her list, of course. But 
now Dev was one of them too. 

As she hung on to Seth’s neck with her hair dripping steadily onto the top 
of his head, she realized she'd gone through a lot of tough stuff with him, too. 
Her feelings for Seth were brotherly, as they'd always been. But Dev... She let 
out a sigh. Something was different about him. Anything more than friendly 
relationships seemed too complicated to be bothered with. Especially when 
she had to get well so she'd be in top form to go after the Revinir again. If 
there was anything Fifer was longing for right now, it was to get out of 
Ashguard’s palace, where she'd been holed up for months. And at this point, 
she didn’t care if any boys came with her. It might be easier without them. 


Once upstairs, Fifer forgot Thisbe’s teasing, and she remembered to thank 
Seth profusely this time. When Seth seemed sufficiently appreciated, she went 
over to Dev. His eyes were closed. “How is he?” 

“He’s sleeping again,” said Florence, “but he managed to eat some toast and 
take in some water.” She hesitated. “We moved him around a bit—bent his legs 
and arms and rolled him to his side, and he seemed to handle it without too 
much pain. I think he’s knitting back together properly.” 

“Tm so glad for Henry’s medicine. Without it, wed be much worse off.” 
Fifer sank to her sofa and lay her head nearest the fireplace to help dry her 
hair and warm her up. As she lay there, shivering, facing Dev at arm’s reach, 
she noticed some of the gray in his cheeks had been replaced by a dash of 
ruddiness. Something inside her stirred. A tiny pod of sadness—or something 
—threatening to crack open, but she didn’t know what was causing it. She 
reached out toward Dev’s hand and placed hers on his sofa near it. She wanted 
to take his hand to let him know she was there, but she also knew how much 
shed hate it if someone did that to her without her permission. So she left 
hers a few inches away, then closed her eyes and fell asleep, dreaming of the 
pain she'd felt and the struggle to communicate when she'd been unconscious. 
One word returned to her and pounded in her head like waves against the 
sand. Water. Water. Water. 


Hours later, Fifer’s eyes flew open. She sat up, sore and disoriented in the 
dusk, and looked around. Florence, Maiven, Aaron, Rohan, Sky, and Thisbe 
were discussing attack plans, saying things like “What about the statues?” and 
“Two main fighting areas” and “The cave could work.” Her sister was about as 
far away from Aaron as she could get, but at least they were both in the same 
conversation. Hopefully, soon they'd patch things up after their 
misunderstanding. But she needed them both now. “Thisbe. Aaron. Can you 
come here please?” 

“What is it?” asked Thisbe. She and Aaron hurried over. 

Fifer scrunched up her face as she tried to remember what had been real in 
her injured state and what had been a dream. “Thiz, did you ever get a mind 
message from me after I was injured?” 

“No, I don’t think— Wait.” Thisbe frowned. “I thought I heard you say the 
word ‘water’ a few times. But that’s all I can remember. I assumed you were 
just trying to communicate with Florence to give you a drink but you couldn't 
speak it, so it went to me instead.” 

“No,” said Fifer, eyes widening. “I meant it for you! When I was 
unconscious, I figured out the key to everything.” 

“Everything... what?” asked Aaron. 

“Everything we need in order to take down the Revinir. I've only just 
remembered it now.” 

Thisbe and Aaron looked on, confused. “And... what’s the key again?” 
Thisbe asked. 

“It’s water,” said Fifer. “Don’t you see? That’s her biggest, darkest fear. And 
I'm not sure how we're going to do it yet, but I can feel it—it’s the secret to 
beating her. So everyone needs to be thinking along those lines. Water is the 
key to overthrowing the Revinir.” 





Are you feeling all right?” Aaron asked Fifer, leaning down to check her 
forehead for fever. Florence, Sky, and Maiven had overheard what Fifer had 
just said and joined them. In the low light, nobody noticed Dev’s eyes flutter 
open. His gaze darted from one person to the next as if trying to figure out 
where he was and how all these people had gotten here. 

Fifer moved Aaron’s hand away. “I’m fine. Hear me out.” She struggled to sit 
up. Her body was still plenty sore, but she had a lot of explaining to do. 

“Water?” said Thisbe. “I don’t get it.” She searched her mind to connect 
water to the Revinir in a way that could cause the monster’s demise. But 
nothing made sense. 

“Water was a significant factor in all of Emma’s major life events,” Fifer 
explained. 

From the stairs, Simber grunted. “Emma,” he said, but the rest ignored him 
and urged Fifer to continue. 

“Water was so major that she wrote about it in her journals,” Fifer said, 
“and we witnessed some of those moments too. When she was a little girl, she 
didn’t want to go into the stream with Justine and Mr. Today to learn magic. 
She stayed onshore. But when they did magic alongside the stream, all was 


fine.” Fifer paused for a breath before continuing. “When Marcus and Justine 
left Warbler, Emma was devastated, but she didn’t try to follow their boat. She 
built ships but never used them, and she refused to allow the people of 
Warbler to learn how to swim or to take the ships out on the water.” 

“True,” said Sky. “We were deathly afraid to go near the water because of 
her.” 

“Which made your escape with Crow on a raft all the more admirable,” 
Aaron said. 

“Exactly.” Fifer’s eyes shone. “When Eagala sent Warbler’s children to fight 
against Artimeé, she didn’t lead the ship—she stayed home and made her 
people do the dirty work for her. Do you see?” 

“And,” Aaron said thoughtfully, “when she did finally show up at the final 
battle, she didn’t cross the water to come ashore. She hid in the ships, only 
moving when she absolutely had no other choice. After our ghost ship set off 
on its own accord with her on board, heading to the Island of Fire, she didn’t 
even try to jump off to save herself. She rode the ship right down.” 

Thisbe’s eyes narrowed. “Oh my. Fifer. You really do have something here. 
She’s afraid of water.” 

“Yes,” said Fifer. “Deathly afraid.” 

“That explains why she won't even catch her own fish,” Dev croaked, to 
everyone’s surprise. 

They all turned, thrilled to see him awake, yet focused on the breakthrough. 


” 


“Exactly!” Fifer exclaimed. Then she whispered, “You're awake!” She gazed at 
Dey, her heart full of joy at the sight of his face looking a little more of a 
healthy brown than sickly gray. “That definitely explains why she hung back 
from the river where you were hiding and made the red dragon catch fish for 
her. The Revinir hates being near the stuff,” she continued, barely skipping a 
beat, and turned back to Thisbe. “That’s what I was trying to tell you in my 
feverish unconsciousness.” 

The head mage paused for thought, then lifted her forefinger in the air. 
“And,” she said importantly, “I almost forgot: After she grabbed Thisbe and me 
near the jungle, Thisbe wriggled loose and fell into the sea. The Revinir had to 
fly down to the sea to pull Thisbe out, and she made a strange noise, as if she 
were absolutely terrified. I remember thinking it was so odd—she barely got a 
claw wet, but she still freaked out.” 

“This is really making sense to me,” Sky murmured. 


“You kept saying the word ‘water’ when you were unconscious,” Florence 
said, “but you didn’t want to drink any. Is this what was going through your 
mind?” 

“The thoughts never stopped—they just churned in my head. I kept trying 
to wake up to tell you, but I couldn't.” Fifer tapped her chin thoughtfully. 
“Team, we are onto something big here. But we're running out of time, and we 
need to prepare for when the others get here. Let’s request a status update 
from everyone, then figure out our plan once and for all. We have to get it 
right this time. If we don't, I believe we'll be out of chances.” 

“What can I do to help?” asked Dev, though he was the last person anyone 
expected to lift a finger around there. 

Fifer turned to him. “Honestly, it’s just so good you're awake,” she said, and 
everyone else chimed in with their sentiments over it. Having Dev back with 
them only made them all stronger, and they needed some good news for a 
change. “Just get better,” Fifer said. “You and I both need to do some serious 
healing. Fast. Because this thing isn’t going down without us.” 





The Drop-OFF 


When Carina’s army of magical and traditional fighters approached the great, 
misty gorge that marked the border between the world of the seven islands 
and the land of the dragons, they bade Spike Furious good-bye. The whale 
stopped following and circled around in the waves below. She had agreed to 
stay there, at the west end of the sea, in case anyone needed to be flown across 
the gorge to escape or be taken home. It would be a lonely time for Spike, but 
she would do anything to help in the fight against the one who'd killed her 
creator, even if it wouldn’t bring the Alex back—because it might save 
someone else from that fate. Now that Issie and her baby were reunited, 
perhaps they and the squid would come to check on her and help pass the 
time. 

Carina’s ghost dragon dropped to the back of the group and hovered over 
the gorge, hidden from view of the castle by the mist that rose up from the 
pounding waterfall. Talon, beside Carina, stood on the dragon’s back with 
limbs outstretched, and Matilda and Kitten stood next to him. Carina and a 
few others hurriedly painted the three of them with invisibility paintbrushes. 
It only took one dab to cover Kitten completely. 

“This spell will give you enough time to get to the top of the castle,” Carina 
told Talon as they hurriedly finished painting him. She gave him a sack of 


paintbrush components. “Once you get there, you're going to have to hide in a 
turret, paint yourself again, and have Matilda paint the parts you can’t reach. 
Then I want you to fly at top speed to meet up with us.” She pointed out the 
direction they were going to travel, which would allow them to avoid being 
seen by anybody. Going this route would take them a little longer to reach 
Florence and Fifer and Thisbe and the rest, but it could contribute to a 
surprise element if the Revinir didn’t know this group had arrived. 

Fox gave Kitten a special air-kiss good-bye—special because he couldn't 
really see where she was, so he sort of kissed all around in a circle and hoped 
one landed on her. Then Talon flew off with Matilda and Kitten through the 
mist, all of them invisible. 

As Carina and her ghost dragon went to catch up to the rest of their party, 
Talon and his cohorts soared quickly over the gorge and made straight for the 
castle, arriving at the top of a turret before anyone could see them 
reappearing. There they crouched to hide and be repainted. Once they were 
invisible again, Talon flew the two down to a spot where they could gain 
access to the interior of the castle. 

Kitten had been inside the castle multiple times before, so Talon put her in 
charge. “Stay close to Matilda until she finds her bearings,” Talon instructed 
her. He turned to Matilda. “Please give us a status update whenever you feel 
safe to do so.” 

“You can count on me,” Matilda signed. 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten, with authority. She signed something to 
Matilda with her teeny-weenie paws, and the gargoyle nodded. 

Talon was taken aback. “When did you learn to sign?” he asked the kitten. 

“Mewmewmew,’ she said proudly. 

Talon smiled politely and nodded, though her mews told him nothing. 

Matilda took one more paintbrush and applied an extra layer on Talon so 
he would have the maximum length of invisibility. 

“Thank you. Good luck to you both, and take care.” Talon left a few of the 
paintbrushes with Matilda in case they’d need them and darted away, leaving 
the two to do their job. As he flew, he calculated where he thought the army 
might be by now and zipped toward them as fast as he could go. His 
invisibility would only last about fifteen minutes, so he had to get as far as he 
could away from the civilized areas of the land of the dragons. He flew upward 
as well, so that he'd only be a dot in the sky once the spell wore off. With 


dragons circling all around Grimere, he wanted to be far above them so they 
wouldn’t notice. 

By the time Talon reached the rest of the party from the seven islands, 
Matilda had already contacted Charlie via their telepathy, letting him know 
that they were safely inside the castle. Charlie signed to Carina, and when he 
finished, Carina communicated the rest of the report to the others. 

“All is well,” she reported. “Matilda and Kitten are making their way down 
to the floor of the castle where most of the hustle and bustle seems to be 
happening.” 

“How are they not being seen?” asked Fox anxiously. 

Charlie signed for a moment, then Carina interpreted. 

“Whenever they get close to soldiers or servants along the way,” Carina 
said, “Matilda poses as a statue until the coast is clear again. So it’s slow going, 
but it helps that most of the people in the castle are under mind control. 
They’re not looking sharply at things that might be considered unusual.” 

“And is Kitten okay?” 

“Yes,” Carina assured him. “When Kitten isn’t scouting out their path 
ahead, she can easily hide behind Matilda’s feet or hop inside her fist.” 

Fox seemed comforted by the news, and soon they were once again 
focusing on the path in front of them. 

Skirting outside the edge of the inhabited parts of the land of the dragons, 
the entourage spotted a small village. They might not have realized it, but it 
was the place where Thisbe and Fifer had first seen Dev and Princess Shanti at 
the marketplace. They'd been thirsty and starving, and the twins had been 
captured and held in the prison cave while Seth stayed behind with Hux on 
the mountain. 

The black-eyed people looked down at the land with the same awe as the 
residents of Artimé. Most of them had never been to this part of their world, 
and none had ever seen it from above. Asha pointed out various landmarks 
that she remembered studying about before she’d been auctioned to the 
Revinir. She spoke about how things must have changed in the years since 
Maiven had been the ruler—and not for the better. 

“We have a lot of work ahead of us to take our land back,” Asha said to the 
others. “And then we'll have even more work returning it to its former glory.” 
She looked at the small group of former slaves and their friends who stood 


with them. “Are you ready to face it all? Are you ready to fight for what is 
ours?” 

“Tm ready,” said Prindi. 

“Yes, we're all ready,” added the others. 

“We're ready to assist you,” said Clementi, and Ibrahim nodded. 

The black-eyed children wore the expressions of older, wiser fighters. After 
all they'd been through, it was no surprise. They had nothing to lose and 
everything to gain. They'd fight to the death for their land and their freedom. 


There was nothing else to do. 





Preparing For Battle 


The Revinir stepped outside the castle entryway and bellowed out a series of 
roars—angry, mournful, spite-filled roars. Her new battle cry. With the forest 
still smoldering in spots, the dragon-woman continued walking and came to a 
stop on the center of the drawbridge, watching with a dark expression as 
dragons came from far and wide—including the ones still trying to put the fire 
out—to assemble at her beck and call. It all felt a bit hollow this time. 

One small gargoyle and one very tiny kitten slipped over to the corner of 
the entryway and peered around to see what was happening. Hundreds of 
mind-controlled soldiers gathered outside with the dragons, making the 
statues feel smaller than ever. The soldiers stood in formation, waiting for 
instructions as always. Unable to make any decisions on their own. When 
everyone had arrived, the Revinir addressed them. 

“We have a battle close at hand,” she said in greeting. “We'll be 
implementing some new measures to assess the movements of our enemies. 
And when the time is right, we will strike. The next few days are crucial as I 
prepare my plan.” 

‘There was no indication that anyone, soldier or dragon, had an opinion on 


this. 


The Revinir faltered, feeling a gnawing emptiness inside. But she pressed 
on. “Ten soldiers will line the edge of our land, facing east, watching for the 
people from the seven islands to advance across the gorge. Half of the 
remaining soldiers will go out to the remote villages surrounding Grimere to 
enlist all of the people of this land to join in the fight against Thisbe Stowe 
and her people. The rest must go into Grimere to do the same. This is not 
optional! Everyone must fight or die!” 

The way the dragons and soldiers looked at the Revinir with their empty 
eyes left her disturbed. Without Thisbe at her side, the Revinir had lost 
confidence. But she knew she had to make up for it, so she pressed on and 
ordered her captains to split up the group in the way she'd just laid out. 

“Dragons!” she said next, trying to sound authoritative and enthusiastic. 
But all she could think about was that it didn’t have to be this way. If only 
Thisbe hadn’t turned on her, they could be celebrating together right now. 
Was it possible that she'd missed... on purpose? 

Before the Revinir could proceed, a new dragon coming from afar landed 
and approached the drawbridge. It reported something quietly to the Revinir, 
but it was hard for her to hear over the movement and activity of the soldiers. 

“What's that?” she demanded. “What did you say?” 

“The four red dragons at the palace have been slain,” the dragon said again 
in a monotone, louder this time. The Revinir paused in her instructions as the 
words slammed into her. 

“Are you sure?” she asked. “All four?” It felt like her breath had been stolen 
from her. 

The dragon nodded and stood at attention, awaiting its next assignment. 

The Revinir reeled. How had this happened? Had Fifer done it? Alone? 
How could that be? There was no way Thisbe could have made it to the palace 
and killed four dragons in this amount of time. But the fact that anyone could 
kill a dragon at all caused a chill to pass through her. She narrowed her eyes 
suspiciously. “How many of Thisbe’s people are there? Surely it must have 
taken an army. Surely...” She faltered. “Surely it wasn’t Fifer alone.” 

“I saw no humans at all,” said the dragon. “Nor did I witness the attack. I 
only saw several ghost dragons and Drock the dark purple moving the red 
dragons’ bodies to the foothills for a proper burial.” 

In the castle entryway, Matilda and Kitten exchanged a glance as the 
Revinir seethed. Then the dragon-woman sent the messenger dragon away. 


Her bruised feelings for Thisbe and the nostalgia for the way things could have 
been swiftly changed to fury. Thisbe had caused all of this... or her people from 
the seven islands had. Which was why the Revinir had secretly still been 
plotting to go after them once she had gained full control of the land of the 
dragons. 

Even if Thisbe hadn’t turned on her, the Revinir would have gone after the 
girls people, though she'd told Thisbe otherwise to convince her to join this 
mission. The truth was that the attack on Artimé and the seven islands would 
only have been delayed until after the Revinir had taken control of this 
kingdom. The plan had always been to go back on her word and throw Thisbe 
in the dungeon so she couldn't interfere... though it had been getting harder 
and harder to picture doing that, especially since she had come to enjoy the 
girl’s company. Originally Thisbe had only been a necessary piece of this 
transaction for a short time. She’d been disposable. But the Revinir had never 
actually planned out the disposing part. The dragon-woman closed her eyes 
and sighed. 

Maybe it was better that they'd broken off their budding friendship in this 
way. It would save a step in her process. Because Thisbe was not now, nor 
would she ever again be, trusted. Fifer or Thisbe or some combination of her 
people had killed four of the Revinir’s prized red dragons. 

The anger that welled up now was exactly the medicine needed to jump- 
start the Revinir’s quest for revenge. She would fight like she’d never fought 
before. On land. The way fights were supposed to happen. And nothing would 
stand in her way. She had all the dragons and all the people of this land. Some 
might die doing her bidding, but they’d kill off the humans and creatures of 
the seven islands in the process, and that was all that really mattered. When it 
was over, the Revinir wouldn’t care one bit. 

With that reset to her line of thinking, she started feeling better, and soon 
she had given the dragons their orders—to stake out all the ends of the land 
and figure out just how many of Thisbe’s people were in this world, sneaking 
around. It couldn’t be many... but still. Four dragons down. It made her uneasy. 

Before she dismissed the dragons, she called a group forward. “Pan, the 
ruler of the sea!” she shouted. “Arabis the orange! Ivis the green! Hux the ice 
blue! And Yarbeck the purple and gold!” 

The five assembled before her. 


“You five,” she said, “are going to be my new team stationed at Ashguard’s 
palace. Your instructions are to kill anyone from the seven islands who crosses 
the property’s boundaries, whether they're coming in or going out.” The 
dragon-woman’s brow furrowed. Then she added, “Just keep at least one black- 
eyed person alive, please. TIl need them to get this job done right, once and for 
all.” 

The mind-controlled group agreed. 

Drock, toward the back of the crowd, felt his throat tighten. The Revinir 
hadn't called his name in that group with his mother and siblings. But he 
knew it wasn’t because she’d forgotten him—indeed, she'd stared hard at the 
dark purple dragon as she dismissed the others to their duties. Drock felt the 
weight of her stare. He kept up his charade of being mind-controlled and 
slowly turned away with the rest of the dragons. But fear grew in the pit of his 
stomach, and a chill rippled down his spine. The Revinir was pitting the 
dragons from the seven islands against the people from the seven islands. She 
was telling them to attack their friends, knowing that the people of Artime 
were too good to fight against the dragons they loved. 

But she hadn’t included Drock. Which could only mean one thing. 

She knew. 





Family vs. Family 


From the side of the castle entry archway, standing very still, Matilda and 
Kitten watched what the Revinir was doing, but they couldn’t hear everything 
she was saying, especially when she pulled the five familiar dragons aside. 
Kitten tried to sneak closer to hear, but there were soldiers with big boots 
everywhere, and Kitten wasn’t sure how many lives she had left, so she had to 
abandon that plan. 

When the Revinir turned, apparently finished with doling out duties, 
Kitten skittered back behind Matildas feet. The dragon-woman came 
thundering past them, harrumphing and coughing and clawing at the metal 
star that stubbornly refused to be expelled from her throat. 

The two remained stationary until all soldiers and dragons were out of 
sight. Then they followed the noise. All the while, Matilda was transmitting 
bits of information to her dearest companion, Charlie, who was still with 
Carina on a ghost dragon as they rounded the vast land. But because she 
hadnt heard everything, Matilda didn’t fully grasp the gravity of what the 
Revinir had just done. 

“That seems suspect,” Carina said after she interpreted what Charlie had to 
say regarding Pan and her young. “They'll be heading to the same place we are, 
but they won't recognize us or be friendly. I don’t trust the Revinir—she’s not 


doing this to be nice. We should avoid confrontation and just go straight to 
the village like Florence told us to do.” She turned and called to her ghost 
dragon. “Did you hear that? We're still planning to go to the village beyond 
Ashguard’s palace.” 

“Heard,” called out the dragon, though he would soon forget. Carina was 
used to that by now. 

Charlie signed some more. Carina stared, then sighed. “Matilda thinks we 
ought to be very cautious and not enter Ashguard’s property at all—not even 
cross it to get to the village. There will be dragons on the lookout for us. We 
should hide inside the houses so passing dragons don’t detect us.” 

“That sounds like the best way,” said Lani from one dragon over. “We want 
to keep our element of surprise at all costs. It could mean the difference 
between success and failure.” 

Carina sent a message to Florence to alert her to what was happening. 

Around nightfall, Carina and the rest of her army descended on the vacant 
village and filled the homes as quietly as possible, eager to be on solid ground 
for the night. They would learn more tomorrow once everyone had rested up. 
Carina transported OI Tater to stand under the cover of trees, and Sean 
draped a tarp over him. Then she sent the ghost dragons to roam as they 
pleased, which is what they would have done anyway. Finally she let Florence 
know they had arrived without incident. Exhausted, she and Sean and their 
kids found a vacant house and settled in. 

While they slept, the skies around the formerly vacant village became filled 
with the Revinir’s mind-controlled dragons. 


Inside Ashguard’s palace, Florence spread out on the floor by the east window 
and remained stationed there throughout the night, watching for the dragons 
they all knew and loved to show up. She wasn’t quite sure what would happen, 
but she, like Carina and Matilda, didn’t trust the Revinir to do anything kind. 
This was most certainly a trick of some sort. 

Fifer woke up in the middle of the night, ready for a dose of pain medicine, 
and joined Florence by the window. “Have they arrived?” Fifer asked, her voice 


crackly with sleep. 


“Not yet. I’m hoping...” 

Fifer looked at Florence with a hint of pity. “Hoping what?” 

“Never mind.” 

“Hoping they'll somehow recognize us?” 

Florence was quiet. “Yes, I suppose so.” 

“It’s normal to feel like that. You haven’t seen them under her mind control. 
But let me assure you that they will not know us, and in fact, they will very 
likely attack us. It’s hard to think about, but it’s true.” 

“Tm sure youre right,” said Florence, though she seemed unconvinced. 
“After all weve been through, it is hard to think that. I want them to see us 
and... remember. Somehow.” 

“If it were that easy, we might not be in such a terrible predicament right 
now,” said Fifer. “It’s been rough here. And... Thisbe has had a harder time 
than anyone. Don’t you agree?” 

Florence stared out the window, ruminating over it. “I don’t know,” she said 
gruffly. Like she didn’t want to admit it. “She seems to be doing pretty well.” 

Fifer glanced sidelong at the warrior trainer. “She risked absolutely 
everything for us. She knew everyone would hate her for it. She knew she 
might never get your trust back. And she did it anyway. For all of us.” 

Florence dropped her gaze. 

After a while, Fifer went back to bed. 
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By dawn, when Fifer and Thisbe rose, the five familiar dragons had arrived. 
They stationed themselves around the property in a similar way to how the red 
dragons had been. Arabis and Hux at the front corners, Yarbeck and Ivis at 
the back, and Pan, spreading across the side boundary between the palace and 
the orchard. It was startling to see them. Even more startling were the 
additional dragons that circled the skies all around them and above the 
orchard and village. 

The twins watched out the window. “Pan’s eyes are dull,” Thisbe said. 
“They’re definitely still under the Revinir’s mind control.” 

“It’s hard to see them like this,” said Sky. 


“Is Drock here too?” Fifer asked. “I would expect she’d send him as well. 
Maybe he’s on the other side of the palace. If he is, perhaps we can find out 
more about what’s happening and when the Revinir is planning to strike. It 
can’t be long now. She’s not going to forgive Thisbe or let any of this go.” 

“Drock isn’t here,” said Florence. “Simber checked from all the windows in 
the base of the turret before you got up.” 

Thisbe frowned. She and Florence had talked things through the other day, 
but the air was still uncomfortable between them, and even worse between 
her and Aaron. Being at odds with those two kept them all from moving past 
the distrust that still hovered all around, and without trust, things weren’t 
going to go smoothly. Thisbe knew that she'd been the one to create the issue 
and bring it into their lives by doing what she’d done. But she'd fully proven 
she was only trying to do what was best for the people of the seven islands. 

Still, it was harder than she'd imagined to sew things back together. 
Feelings were complicated, and the whole experiment had taken a shocking 
turn when Ishibashi had died, which changed things in a much bigger way 
than expected—Thisbe realized that. She couldn't force everyone to just get 
over it, especially when Thisbe was struggling so much herself. 

Being in this library with Aaron and Florence had been hard. And it was 
probably going to get worse before it got better now that they had mind- 
controlled dragons guarding them again. What were their orders? They'd find 
out soon enough. Meanwhile, Thisbe was stuck in close quarters with two 
people who were having trouble forgiving her. 

But people’s lives were at stake—many people’s lives. And many dragons’ 
lives too. Thisbe couldn't let the bad feelings between them get in the way of 
the serious situation they were facing. They had to work together to come up 
with a foolproof way to save everybody who was left. 

Maiven Taveer came up the stairs past Simber and caught Thisbe’s eye. She 
smiled. At least Thisbe’s grandmother's anger and distrust had faded. Thisbe 
flashed her a grateful smile in return. 

She moved to the south window to study Pan. “I don’t like this at all,” she 
said. “We have no idea what orders the Revinir has given them. They could 
attack us, even be programmed to kill anyone who just walks out of the 
palace.” 

“Kill us?” asked Dev from his sleeping couch. His voice had the roughness of 
morning in it, and he slowly eased up to a sitting position and reached for his 


canteen. His hands were steady this morning after a good sleep. “That’s a far 
step beyond what the red dragons were told to do.” 

“I don’t know that’s the case,” Thisbe explained. “But the Revinir is vengeful 
and she’s angry. After what I did to her, I wouldn’t be surprised if she 
commanded all dragons to kill me. If not everyone.” 

“Oh, Thisbe,” said Fifer. “You've got to take tremendous care. All of us do. 
And one of us ought to go outside just to see what they do.” She turned 
sharply. “Definitely not Dev, though,” she said. 

He held his hands up in surrender. “Don’t worry. [ve had enough of 
dragons for now.” 

“TIl go,” Florence said. “Tm the least vulnerable.” 

“Especially if you're standing on the ground already,” said Fifer, thinking of 
the warrior’s fall from Astrid’s back. “Thank you, Florence. I agree. You're our 
best option.” 

“I won't fight them, though,” Florence said. “I can’t. I don’t care if they don’t 
recognize us right now. They are our friends. No matter what they try, I will 
not kill them.” 

“Fair enough, and we're all feeling the same way, I imagine,” said Fifer. 

Florence hesitated, then murmured, “Maybe I can get them to see that it’s 
me.” 

Thisbe turned sharply toward Florence. “I’m telling you—” 

“I told her too,” Fifer said, throwing her hands in the air. 

“I know,” Florence said sharply. Then she checked herself and softened her 
voice. “I know you're right about it. Both of you. Wishful thinking, I guess.” 

“Trust me,” Dev piped up. “They will not know you. I fed them every day 
for years, and they don’t know me, either. It’s hard to understand until you get 
used to it.” 

Thisbe caught Dev’s eye and nodded. He’d jumped right into having her 
back, just like before. He'd really turned out to be worth the trouble, and she 
nodded to show him she appreciated him. 

Dev nodded back, then tested his muscles and slowly stood up to have a 
look. 

By now Aaron had woken up too. He joined Florence at the east window, 
where he could see Hux and Arabis. “It makes me sick to see them like this,” he 
said. He glanced at Thisbe, and his expression darkened. The two still hadn’t 
really had it out. He knew he was overreacting—being unreasonably harsh on 


her, now that she'd explained everything. But Ishibashi’s death stood between 
them like a roadblock in their relationship. He was trying to forgive her for 
making such a grave mistake that led to Ishibashi’s death, but it wasn’t easy. 
And he was certain there was still something she wasn’t owning up to, which 
made him so scared—because that’s what he’d done himself when he was her 
age. He knew back then that he was keeping himself from the truth, but he 
continued doing bad things anyway. So what was Thisbe hiding? 

Thisbe looked coolly at Aaron. She'd apologized. And while she was sick 
with sorrow over it, she refused to harbor the blame that Aaron seemed to 
want to assign to her. Shed had no idea that Ishibashi would suffer for her 
actions at the time. Why hadn’t Aaron protected the 110-year-old man instead 
of the other way around? 

Thisbe refused to hurt her brother further by asking that, but she also 
wasn't about to let it all go. She would do everything in her power to defeat 
this enemy, and then after it was all over, shed work on making amends with 
whoever was still standing. 

Oof. That was a hard thought, and it softened Thisbe slightly. They'd lost a 
lot of people over the years, and she didn’t want to lose any more. It was 
almost enough to make her go groveling to Aaron and Florence and Simber 
and beg them to forgive her, just so all of this uneasiness would go away. 

But every time she began to think that, she stopped herself. Because she'd 
done more than anyone to try to take down the Revinir. If only she hadn’t 
messed it up. 





Friend vs. Friend 


Horence descended the stairs, leaving her quiver of arrows and bow behind. 
She stepped out of the tower onto the pavers of the courtyard. Then she slowly 
walked out to the side yard toward Arabis, trying not to make the ground 
shake. 

All five dragons detected her immediately and turned to face her. Florence 
kept her arms at her sides, but called out, “Pan, it’s me. Florence. From Artimé. 
Remember?” 

Smoke rose from Pan’s jowls and nostrils. She crouched as if ready to leap. 
Her ropelike tail swished through the long grass behind her. 

Florence stopped for a moment to check the location of each dragon but 
was unable to see the two in the corners behind her who were now hidden 
from view by the palace. She kept going, talking to Pan again. “Pan, it’s 
Florence from Artimeé. We're friends. Remember? We helped you when your 
babies needed wings—both times.” 

Pan hissed, and smoke curled up from her nostrils. Arabis and Yarbeck 
advanced from their corners. Florence still couldn’t see the other two. She 
stopped again. But the dragons kept advancing. 


“Pan, please—don’t you know me? Think hard! I know you're under the 
Revinir’s mind control, but we want you back on our side. We're desperate for 
your help.” 

“She needs to stop saying things like that,” Thisbe muttered from the 
library window. “They'll tell the Revinir everything. Besides, Pan isn’t going to 
recognize her! I wish she'd believe us.” 

“She will soon enough,” said Dev, and Fifer nodded. 

The black water dragon, ruler of the sea, let out a horrible roar. As Arabis 
and Yarbeck took flight, Florence turned and started running back to the 
palace. But it was too late. Pan pounced on Florence. She knocked the huge 
statue flat and roared again, sending fire enveloping the warrior’s head. 

Florence rolled and squirmed out from under the dragon as Arabis and 
Yarbeck descended, claws outstretched. Pan whirled around and used her tail 
as a whip. She lassoed Florence around the legs and tugged, lifting the heavy 
statue up off the ground like she weighed nothing. Arabis and Yarbeck bit 
down on her. 

Florence fought to free herself and landed hard on the ground, shaking the 
palace. Luckily, she didn’t break this time. She got up and stumbled for the 
center tower, but Arabis grabbed her and knocked her flat again. Hux and Ivis 
reached them and joined in the fight, and no matter what Florence said or did, 
they didn’t stop attacking her. 

Finally, Florence collapsed facedown on the ground as the dragons bit and 
clawed and breathed fire on her until they decided she was dead. Pan lifted her 
face to the sky and roared in success. Flames shot up. Then the dragons took 
one final sniff at the slain warrior and retreated to their posts. 

Everyone in the library crowded around the windows and watched the 
whole thing, some in various stages of incredulity. Their friendly dragons had 
attacked Florence—even Pan, who knew her so well. “Is Florence okay?” Dev 
asked, worried. “She’s not moving.” 

“Tm... not sure,” said Fifer, horrified. She’d known this could happen, but 
seeing it had been awful just the same. 

“I think she’s fine,” said Aaron, peering over everyone. “She’s faking dead.” 

“I mean, she’s all in one piece,” Thisbe mused. “She said she'd be fine.” 

“She’s holding very still,” Sky said. 

“Like... a statue,” said Thisbe. 


Maiven, despite her concern over Florence, gave Thisbe the tiniest hint of a 
smile. 

“This is sickening,” said Seth. It was hard for those who loved Florence to 
see her face-planted and unmoving. She was the toughest Artiméan they had. 
“How could they do that to her?” 

“They don’t realize anything theyre doing,” said Rohan. “Isnt that right, 
Dev?” 

Dev looked startled to be singled out, then realized Rohan was talking 
about when he'd been under the Revinir’s mind control. “I certainly don’t 
remember a thing that happened while I was being controlled.” 

“I hope she moves soon so we know if she’s okay,” said Maiven. “But I'd hate 
for her to be attacked again if she does.” 

They heard Simber coming up the stairs. He poked his head up in the 
library, halted by the size of his wings. “Has she moved?” he growled. 

“Not yet,” said Rohan. 

“Tm going out therrre.” Simber was tired of doing nothing. He was fierce 
and able, and his abilities weren’t being used. 

“Simber,” said Fifer, turning. “No. Please don’t. She'll be fine, and you'll just 
put yourself in danger of the flames. Florence insisted we all stay put.” 

“It would be horrible to lose you, Sim,” Aaron said. “I don’t have an entire 
day to bring you back to life if you get melted into sand again—and I wouldn’t 
be able to get to you, anyway.” 

The cheetah reluctantly accepted that logic. “If she doesn’t move in five 
minutes,” he warned, “I’m going to check on herrr.” 

“That's fine,” said Fifer, turning back to the window. “All the dragons have 
gone back to their stations.” She paused, then sighed. “I know it’s so hard to 
comprehend how they don’t recognize us at all, or have any memory of us. It’s 
actually painful after everything Thisbe and Seth and I did for them.” 

“It was so hard to see Dev like that too,” Thisbe said quietly. “It feels strange 
when someone you know so well has no idea who you are. It... hurts. Badly.” 

Rohan glanced at Thisbe and gave her a warm smile. “I’m glad we’ve made 
it past those days. You were so smart to figure out the antidote.” 

They all watched Florence for another moment. “She moved!” Maiven said. 

“Are you sure?” asked Aaron. “I didn’t see anything.” 

“I think so. Yes! Look—she’s wiggling her fingers. She’s about to get up.” 


Sure enough, the warrior trainer made the slightest movements to position 
herself in such a way that would allow her to spring upward. 
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“She’s moving!” Aaron called to Simber. 

“I can hearrr you, like always,” Simber reminded him. Fifer was the only 
head mage that had truly grasped that Simber’s hearing was impeccable. It was 
nice not having to explain it to her constantly. He backed down to the fifth- 
floor landing, which was wide enough to allow him to turn around. 

“She’s up!” cried Fifer. 

“And running!” said Seth. 

“Oh no!” said Maiven, pointing. “Look!” 

“The dragons are coming in again!” Sky shouted, and then she gasped. “Ugh, 
no!” 

“Florence made it to the pavers!” Dev reported, and they all rushed to the 
other windows and some to the railing because they could no longer see her 
below them. Dev stayed at the window to give a play-by-play of the dragon 
movement. “Dragons still advancing!” he said. “Pan’s coming in fast!” The tower 
began to shiver, and the people could hear loud footsteps entering the base of 
it. Simber growled one floor below them. 

“The green one is right behind!” cried Dev. “Brace yourselves for impact!” 

Florence’s thudding footsteps continued, and then a crash knocked 
everyone back from the bannister, as well as several books off the shelves. 

Simber roared. 

When the shaking slowed, Thisbe got up. She darted unsteadily around 
Aaron to the stairs, then flew down them, hanging on to the railing in case it 
happened again. She slipped past Simber before anyone could do anything to 
stop her. As she went, she let the fire build in her throat until it had nowhere 
else to go but out. She let out a dragon roar. 

Rohan’s and Dev’s scales vibrated in response. Dev felt the pressure in his 
aching chest, and he couldn't control it—this was a life-or-death situation, and 
his instincts took over. His roar merged with Thisbe’s, big and loud and 
rattling the windows. Rohan began to feel the rumble in his own throat, and 
he joined in, more like a softer echo of the others, for he was made up of only 
a small amount of dragon. Still, every bit of it helped. 

The shaking of the tower stopped. Fifer ran to Dev’s window and scanned 
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the grounds below. “Pan is retreating!” she reported. “Keep roaring!” 


The three part-dragon humans continued, letting their instincts guide 
them, until all five full dragons had gone back to their corners. The standoft 
ended. 

Dev slumped to the sofa, exhausted. Fifer went to the bannister and joined 
Seth and Aaron looking over it. Thisbe, Florence, and Simber trudged up to 
the library in silence as they all realized they had an enormous problem on 


their hands. 





A Terrible Plan 


They checked Florence over, finding scratches and teeth marks over her body, 
and they also discovered that she’d somehow lost the tip of her pinkie on her 
left hand. But nothing hurt, and she was fine. 

Thisbe crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you okay?” 

“It was hard to see our friends come at me like that,” Florence said, 
pointedly not looking at Thisbe or Fifer. “I fear we're stuck here. In this tower, 
I mean. I doubt they'll allow us to go to the river to fish. Pm not sure how 
we're going to carry out our mission.” Finally she turned to the twins. “You 
were right about the dragons.” 

Thisbe pinched her eyes shut and sighed. “Thanks,” she muttered. She was 
glad Florence acknowledged that, but she was upset that this was happening, 
and the realization of what it meant was really starting to hit her. They 
couldn’t go to the river. No fish, no apples... Could they even make it safely to 
the courtyard water pump? “This is my fault,” she said quietly. “I’m so sorry, 
everyone. I’m sure the Revinir put these rules in place with our dragons to 
punish me. And now everyone will suffer.” 

“Perhaps we can still get water from the pump,” Fifer said, trying not to 
panic. “If were careful, maybe they won't notice.” She'd been through a lot 
with dragons recently, and she'd already been stuck on this property for an 


endless amount of time. The thought of being held in this tower indefinitely 
without access to food or water was giving her heart palpitations. 

“TIl get you some water,” Florence said. “Don’t worry. And we have a few 
days’ worth of food from Artimé left, I think. So we're fine, right?” 

“What about everyone else?” asked Sky. “I heard from my mother—they’re 
all camped out in the village. No issues.” 

“They'll have food with them,” said Florence. 

“But they can’t safely get it to us,” Fifer pointed out. 

“TIl let Carina know not to even attempt to come over here,” said Aaron, 
pulling out a send component. 

Thisbe’s face was drawn. She turned and went to the east window and 
stared out it. Rohan followed her, and Seth frowned and went as well. 

“It’s not your fault,” Rohan said to her. 

“Well, but it is,” said Thisbe matter-of-factly. “And I accept responsibility 
for it.” She glanced side-eyed at Florence, but the warrior was deep in 
conversation with Maiven, Fifer, and Sky. “I have totally put everyone from 
the seven islands in grave danger. I wish I knew what would make this stop, 
but I’m not sure. I fear that even if I give myself up, the Revinir will just keep 
going after everyone anyway.” 

“Youre not going to give yourself up,” said Seth. “Sheesh, Thisbe. We're 
going to fight her. We have to.” 

“Under the current circumstances,” Thisbe said wryly, “she won't even have 
to fight. These dragons will kill us, or we'll starve to death.” 

“We'll figure something out!” said Seth, more harshly than he intended. But 
Thisbe’s negativity was really bothering him. “What is wrong with you?” he 
demanded. 

“What?” 

“Youre not acting like the Thisbe I’ve known all my life.” Seth didn’t 
normally confront either twin for fear of being accidentally smote, but the 
twins had grown out of that hazardous trait. And Seth was as eager as anyone 
to get this right. 

Thisbe wasn’t used to him challenging her either. Taken aback, she stared at 
him, her lips parted. “How do you want me to act, Seth?” she asked, and not in 
a nice way. Her eyes sparked, and one of the sparks sizzled on the windowsill 
and burned out. 


“Like you.” Seth took a small, cautious step backward but didn’t retreat. 
“You know. Brave, smart, fearless.” He paused, then went on. “Like you taught 
me to be.” 

Thisbe sucked in a breath. She studied Seth for a long moment. Then she 
turned to the window, trying to calm her anger. She didn’t want to hurt 
anybody, least of all Seth. He was right, she knew. But how was she supposed 
to act brave and fearless, when her smarts were telling her that the Revinir 
was the most dangerous thing in all the worlds? The more knowledge and 
wisdom Thisbe gained in life, the less brave and fearless she felt. Those things 
seemed so naive now. And Thisbe had failed to kill the Revinir when she’d had 
the chance, which had put a severe damper on her bravery and fearlessness. 
But... she didn’t want Seth to think that she'd lost anything. 

She pressed her forehead against the windowpane. Her breath fogged up 
the glass. Arabis and Hux, with their dead expressions and the listless curves 
of their necks, remained in their corners to keep watch over this strange, 
broken-down palace that had belonged to someone who had disappeared years 
before. These dragons were forced to make sure nobody made it out of this 
place alive. What was Thisbe supposed to do about that? Bravely march out to 
the lawn to her death? Smartly stay up here and starve? Fearlessly try to scare 
these big, real dragons with her small roar, knowing that even though she’d 
gotten them to retreat after they'd tried to destroy the tower, they wouldn't go 
any farther than that? The Revinir’s instructions were infinitely stronger than 
anything Thisbe could say to them. And then there was the added fact that 
these dragons, in a different situation, were their friends. There was no way 
any of the statues and people here would kill one of them. Placing them here 
had been a brilliant move by the Revinir—she had to know how it 
compromised them. 

A rapid succession of bad ideas passed through Thisbe’s mind: They could 
try to make a run for it, which totally wouldn't work for all the same reasons it 
wouldn't have worked when the red dragons had been guarding the property— 
it would take few steps or wing flaps for the dragons to catch up. They could 
try using magic carpet components high up in the sky, but that would also fail 
spectacularly for the same reasons, and besides, Florence wouldn't be able to 
fit on one or even several. Perhaps the ghost dragons could help, but it 
wouldn’t stop the command the Revinir had given the mind-controlled 


dragons. Eventually they'd get past every barrier or temporary solution Thisbe 
could configure. 

Her mind returned to the magic carpets. What if they used invisibility 
paintbrushes along with them? Then some of them could get away. It would be 
tricky, though. But Fifer would insist that no one should be left behind. 
Florence could try to walk out, but her thundering footsteps would be a dead 
giveaway, and the dragons would only attack her again. 

Thisbe sighed. She’d need more time to work through everything. “It would 
be easier to just figure out how to break the mind control spell,” she muttered. 
Which translated to: not easy at all. 

“That would actually be ideal,” Seth said. He'd gotten tired of standing and 
had sat down on the floor nearby. 

Thisbe looked down. She'd forgotten Seth and Rohan were still there, 
waiting for her to be brave and fearless. “What would be?” 

“Breaking the mind control spell on our dragons,” Seth said. “Then we'd 
have their help fighting the Revinir. It would be a game changer.” 

Thisbe blinked. “Well, sure, but we don’t know how to do that,” she said. 
“No one does. I think the Revinir has to die for them to be freed.” 

Seth frowned and scratched his head. “But she didn’t have to die for the 
black-eyed people to get their minds back.” 

“Right,” Thisbe explained, “well, the ancestor broth only works on the 
black-eyed people. Because it uses the bones of our ancestors.” 

Rohan turned his head sharply. “Wait a minute...,” he said, thinking hard. 

Thisbe looked at him. “I honestly don’t think our ancestor broth will work 
on the dragons,” she said firmly. 

“No,” said Rohan slowly. “Probably not. But, Thisbe, what about the 
dragon-bone broth? Because that is made from the ancestors of the dragons.” 





A Dangerous Idea 


lhicbecstaned hard Ae Rohan Shë nanowed he: eyes, thinking things through. 
“So you think that giving the dragons some dragon-bone broth might actually 
work the same way our ancestor broth works on us? That it might break their 
mind control?” 

“That's exactly what I’m saying,” said Rohan. “The ancestor broth works for 
us. Why wouldn't the dragons’ ancestor broth work for them?” 

“It seems logical,” said Seth as Fifer joined them. 

“What's going on?” Fifer asked. 

Seth filled her in. 

Thisbe was quiet for a long moment. Then she sighed and turned back to 
the window. “Even if it would work, how are we supposed to get dragon bones 
to make enough broth to feed these dragons? They'd need gallons of it. A few 
vials isn’t going to work on those beasts. Unless...” 

“Wait,” said Seth. “Could the ghost dragons retrieve the bones from the red 
dragons you just slayed?” 

“No,” said Rohan. “They aren't ancestor bones. I wouldn't want to waste 
time testing them. If were going to try it, we need the ancient ones.” 


“From the catacombs?” asked Seth. He shuddered, remembering what had 
happened the time he’d gone down there. Alex had breathed his last. 

“Yes,” said Rohan. The young man studied Thisbe, who'd been 
extraordinarily quiet in the past few moments. Then he said, “I don’t see how 
we can get away from here safely, though. Florence just proved that the 
dragons will attack ruthlessly.” 

Thisbe lifted her head. “I know how we can do it,” she said. 

“You do?” asked Rohan. “How?” 

“But I don’t want to do it that way.” 

“What way?” asked Seth. 

“What are you saying?” asked Fifer. 

“Okay, look. We're trapped here,” Thisbe began. “But the rest of our team is 
in the village.” 

Aaron looked up and called over to them. “Carina says there are mind- 
controlled dragons circling above, looking for movement, so everyone is 
sheltering in place. She says she thinks they have not been detected.” 

“Thanks, Aaron,” Fifer called back. 

“Oh.” Thisbe frowned, then continued. “All right. So as far as we know, the 
Revinir isn’t aware that our entire world is over here. And it doesn’t sound like 
there are dragons stationed over there—they are just circling and observing.” 

“Right,” Aaron confirmed. 

“Still dangerous,” Fifer remarked, “especially if they’ve been given orders to 
attack.” 

“True,” said Thisbe. “But... I can think of a handful of people who know 
exactly where to find the dragon bones.” 

Rohan smoothed his component vest thoughtfully. “You mean Asha and 
Prindi and the others.” 

Seth flushed at the mention of Prindi, but nobody noticed. Thankfully. 
He'd just started getting to know her when he'd had to go on this mission. But 
he thought about her sometimes. 

“Ugh,” said Thisbe. “But yes.” 

“Why ‘ugh’?” asked Seth, almost worried Thisbe had read his thoughts. 

“Yeah,” said Fifer. “Is that such a bad idea to ask them to go get bones? They 
can use invisibility paintbrushes and sneak out on a ghost dragon.” 

“Tm sure the catacombs are the last place any of them want to return to,” 
Thisbe explained. “It won’t be safe—there could be soldiers down there who 


wouldn't treat them kindly. And they could be spotted at any point along the 
way and followed or even captured or attacked.” 

Seth imagined what it would be like for the former slaves to return to the 
place they’d been imprisoned for so many years. “That does seem awful,” he 
said gravely. “They've been through enough.” 

“They’re our only hope,” said Rohan. “We should at least ask them. I can’t 
speak for them, but I’m desperate to help.” 

“Tm not sure they're our only hope,” Thisbe muttered, “but they might be 
the best option.” Fifer, Seth, and Rohan continued to debate the plan, while 
Thisbe fell silent again, deep in thought. After a while, Fifer called the rest of 
the team to order so she could explain the recent developments. While she laid 
things out for Maiven, Sky, Florence, and Aaron, Thisbe slipped down the 
stairs to Simber’s side. “You heard the plan, right?” 

Simber rolled his eyes and put his chin on his paws. “Obviously.” 

“And what do you think?” 

“I think the black-eyed forrrmer slaves should trrry it. It’s ourrr best bet.” 

Thisbe tapped her lips. “Do you want to know what I think?” 

“That you should tell me why you think of the Rrrevinirrr as Emma?” 
Simber asked. 

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” Thisbe said, lying to his face and 
not really even caring, because this was a big moment. “Do you want to know 
or not?” 

“The suspense is killing me,” said Simber dryly. 

Thisbe rested her hand on the cheetah’s forehead. “I can’t let the others 
from the village go alone and face danger while I sit here in relative safety. 
Besides, there’s not enough of them to carry those huge bones and the 
cauldrons we'd need. So I think you and I are going to sneak out of here and 
lead this mission.” 

Simber gave Thisbe a side-eye. His ears twitched. 

“Are you ready to go invisible and do something dangerous?” Thisbe asked. 
When he hesitated, she added, “There’s a very good chance we could die.” 

The stone statue lifted his head. And then a small, snarly smile tugged the 
corners of his mouth. 





Mission Improbable 


hobena message pitching the plan to Asha, Prindi, Reza, and the other 
black-eyed people, and soon the reply came. Despite the dragons circling 
overhead, they were all in and willing to risk it. They had plenty of invisibility 
paintbrushes and were already feeling pent up from being in hiding. And 
while they'd all been keeping busy making weapons as they waited for word 
from Matilda that the Revinir was on the move, there were plenty of others to 
do that job. So the details were arranged: That evening, Gorgrun the ghost 
dragon would transport them to the square and remain there—if he didn’t 
forget—to bring them back. 

“But where will they make the broth?” Fifer mused. “It needs to be inside 
the boundaries of these palace grounds to lure the dragons into drinking it. I 
don’t think things would go well with anyone bringing cauldrons in from the 
village.” 

“Tve already thought of that,” Thisbe announced. “Simber and I are going as 
well. Please don’t argue. I can’t let the others go alone. There aren’t enough of 
them to carry the bones and cauldrons we need. And they also need a seasoned 
spell caster in case the catacombs are still manned with soldiers.” 

“Great plan,” said Rohan. “I'll join you.” 

“That’s not safe!” said Fifer as she and Dev looked up, startled. “How—” 


“Invisibility paintbrushes,” Thisbe said before Fifer could get the question 
out. 

“But—” 

“We'll fly up through the roof hole and head out high above the dragons’ 
heads,” Thisbe explained. “They probably won't detect us, and even if they do 
smell us, they won't be able to find us easily.” 

“Did Simber—” 

“He’s excited to have something to do,” said Thisbe. “And he has excelled at 
being invisible in the past, if you remember. He quite likes it.” 

Simber harrumphed from the stairs. 

Fifer closed her mouth. Then: “All right. ’m going too.” 

“And me,” said Dev. “It’s only right for all the young generation of future 
rulers to be part of this. Were making history. Maybe someone will write 
about us in a book someday. And I... I mean, whoever owns this palace... could 
put a copy here in this library.” 

‘Td like to go along too,” said Maiven, “but it seems there are no seats left 
on Simber’s back, so I will sit this one out.” 

“You need to stay safe, Grandmum,” said Rohan, who still called her the 
affectionate nickname even though she wasn’t really his grandmother. “You're 
our leader—you'll have other things to do soon enough.” 

Seth seemed about to speak, but then he closed his mouth. There wasn’t 
enough room for him, either. But it was all right. This was the black-eyed 
people’s mission—it meant something especially important to them. He didn’t 
need to elbow his way into that. 

Thisbe eyed Dev and Fifer. “Are you two sure you're feeling up to this? Ir’ll 
be a lot of walking and carrying heavy things.” 

“I'm fine,” said Fifer, who was probably telling the truth. 

“Me too,” said Dev, who was likely lying, but wasn’t about to be written out 
of the history books. 

“All right,” said Fifer, taking out the send spell so she could reply to the 
others in the village. “Both teams will leave after dark and meet in 
Dragonsmarche if we don’t see them along the way. We'll all bring invisibility 
paintbrushes for getting us out of dragon range as well as for our return trip. 
We'll also need other spells to handle the soldiers, if there are any of them left 
down there.” She scribbled a few sentences, then looked up. “Anything else?” 


As they stood without comment, a send spell came soaring in. It stopped at 
Florence. She opened it and read aloud: 


Florence, 


We've heard from Matilda. The Revinir’s army and dragons are receiving 
orders, and she is getting restless to make a move. She’s only waiting for the 
dragons that are guarding you to take at least one of you down, so that she can 
use that to bolster her troops as well as give the dragons fewer targets. She 
doesn’t seem to know our large group is here in the village. Yet. 


Are you sure you want to try this dragon-bone mission tonight? 


Lani 


Florence looked at Fifer for guidance. Fifer nodded. “We need our dragons 
back.” 


Florence pulled out the pencil. 


Lani, 
Were sure. 


Florence 





AFter Dark 


Thishe, Rohan, Fifer, and Dev stood on the stairs just above the fifth floor 
while Simber crouched below them on the landing. The humans swiftly 
finished painting themselves invisible, then did the same to the flying cheetah 
and climbed onto his back. Simber didn’t waste a minute. He stepped gingerly 
out onto the fifth floor until his wings cleared the entryway and the boards 
began to give way beneath him, then took flight. Simber glided around the 
room to gain speed, then soared up to the ceiling. “Coverrr yourrr heads and 
hold on,” Simber said in a whisper. They'd have to push through some debris 
between the two holes. “We'rrre going to make some noise, but it can’t be 
helped.” 

With their heads down and bodies shielding one another the best they 
could, the four held on as Simber’s head pushed through the ceiling and the 
rotted wood fell away. Their near-invisible expulsion into the air above the 
palace wasn’t as loud as they'd expected, for the roof pieces broke away easily. 
But without a doubt it was loud enough for the dragons to hear. Simber 
shook, trying to get the bits of debris off him, and the children swept the rest 
of the dust off his back and each other so it wouldnt give the dragons 


anything to see. It was dark, with only a quarter moon, and the stars were 
mostly covered by clouds, so that helped. 

Simber lifted higher and higher, and the four gripped each other tightly so 
they wouldn't slide right off his back end. None of them spoke or made a 
noise. Thisbe’s stomach wrenched and fell inside her as they soared to a 
dizzying height, but she pinched her eyes shut and held on, trusting the others 
to tell her if she needed to do anything else. 

After a moment, Simber leveled off and started to move horizontally. 
Thisbe dared a peek. They glided toward the dragons, who were acting restless 
and concerned because of the ruckus. But they stayed on the ground and 
stared at the palace roof where the debris had exploded. Pan, whom they could 
hardly see in the darkness because of her pitch-black scales, began to move 
toward the palace to check out the noise from the roof. But no one came after 
them. 

Simber flew like a bullet, trying to get as much distance between them and 
the dragons as possible before the invisibility spell wore off. He knew dragons 
not only had incredible eyesight, but their sense of smell was keen. Rohan kept 
track of the minutes going by and whispered to the others when the spells 
were about to wear off. “Shall we reapply? Or risk it?” 

“One more dose for good measure,” Fifer said, and the rest agreed, reaching 
down in mid-flight to cover as much of Simber as they could. 

By the time that second spell wore off, they'd left the palace far behind 
them, and all agreed they were safe to fly high over this no-man’s-land without 
being invisible. They'd employ the spell again once they drew close to 
Dragonsmarche in case soldiers and other mind-controlled dragons were in 
sight. 

Feeling a bit more at ease now that they were flying straight, Thisbe leaned 
forward to pat the cheetah’s neck. “You did great, Sim. I’ve been thinking 
about what happens once we get there and you drop us off at the elevator. If 
you want, you could try to fly around and peek inside the cave opening to the 
catacombs. You might not be able to come in very far before the turns become 
too narrow, but it'll give you something to do if you get bored. I'll send you a 
seek spell when it’s time for you to come back to the square and pick us up.” 

“Would that be a better way for us to go in too?” Fifer asked. “Through the 
cave entrance? Because Simber can’t apply the invisibility paintbrushes to 
himself, which means he'll be visible in Dragonsmarche.” 


“No,” said the other three in unison—they knew the catacombs much better 
than Fifer did. “It’s way too far from the kitchen,” Thisbe explained. “It would 
take us hours to get there and back to Simber on foot. It’s not ideal because it’s 
so exposed, but we need to enter and exit from the elevator in the square.” 

“Got it.” 

“There shouldn’t be many people prowling around Dragonsmarche at this 
hour anyway,” said Dev. “Aren’t the soldiers all called up for duty and stationed 
around the castle?” 

“We hope they are,” said Thisbe. 

“Indeed,” agreed Dev. 

As the smell of the still-smoldering forest grew stronger, and 
Dragonsmarche came into murky view, Simber detected Gorgrun and his team 
not far away. Fifer sent a send spell to Asha, noting that it didn’t go far before 
it stopped. The reply came swiftly. All seemed well. 

“Drrragons cirrrcling in the distance,” Simber reported. 

“It looks like they’re still putting out flare-ups in the forest,” said Rohan. 

“I hope that'll keep them occupied,” said Thisbe, feeling a pang of anxiety. 
She pulled out her next invisibility paintbrush, wanting to apply it now but 
knowing they'd have some time on the ground they'd need to account for, and 
she didn’t want to start too early. Luckily, Simber gave the order. 

“We'rrre about five minutes frrrom landing,” Simber said. “Let’s go invisible 
beforrre those cirrrcling drrragons detect us.” 

The four complied, then covered as much of Simber as possible. They 
couldn’t reach all of him, but he certainly wasn’t recognizable as a dangerous 
or threatening flying cheetah. The darkness helped hide what still showed of 
him. 

Within minutes, Simber landed as gently and quietly as he could on the 
Dragonsmarche pavers and came to a stop near the spot where the elevator 
control was. Dev slid off and started searching the bricks for the right one that 
would raise it and allow them access to the catacombs. 

The other three followed and accidentally mowed him down, causing a bit 
of confusion and alternating fits of annoyance and stifled laughter in their 
invisibility. Once they got themselves sorted out and Dev found the proper 
brick, they waited and watched for the other team, not wanting to bring up 
the elevator until it was absolutely necessary. Soon enough they saw a foggy 
wisp coming toward them. While they waited for the ghost dragon to land, 


Thisbe, Fifer, Dev, and Rohan searched the skies, worried as dragons circled 
above the smoldering forest. There were a couple of soldiers patrolling the 
streets nearby, but the wide-open square was completely empty. 

“How much longer before we're visible?” Thisbe whispered to Rohan. 

“A couple of minutes.” 

“This place is cleared out,” Dev said under his breath. “It makes me think 
nobody’s working in the catacombs anymore.” 

“Why do you think that?” whispered Fifer. 

“If the catacombs were fully staffed, they'd have a few people posted out 
here, or at least wandering the square and protecting the elevator. I wonder if 
they've abandoned everything. It’s not like the Revinir needs more broth 
made, and without us being held captive down there, what else is there to 
protect?” 

“Let’s hope you're right,” said Thisbe. “But be ready with spells anyway.” 

When the patch of fog came to a stop and the soft thud of feet hitting the 
pavers could be heard, Thisbe called out to the other team in a whisper. “Asha! 
Prindi! Are you all here?” 

“We're here. Ready to go. We've only got a couple minutes of invisibility 
left.” 

“We're almost out too. Simber, I'll send a seek spell when we're ready to be 
picked up. Everything looks clear, though. We’ll see you in a bit. The dragon 
bones are nearby in the crypts—it’s the broth cauldrons that'll take some time 
to get to, but Rohan and I will run for them. Don’t go too far.” 

“TIl stay nearrrby,” said Simber. 

“Good. Hit it, Dev,” said Thisbe. 

Dev moved the brick lever, and soon the elevator rose from the square. 
While Simber kept watch on the soldiers in the nearby streets and the dragons 
circling above, Thisbe and Fifer and the others drew magical components and 
other weapons. They all got in and waited impatiently for the elevator to 
disappear from view. They stood, slowly growing visible, poised to fight the 
moment the elevator door opened underground. 

Simber, gradually appearing now that his invisibility spells were wearing 
off, watched them leave. Then, after a thoughtful moment, he turned toward 
the path across the road that would take him into the forest to Alex’s grave. 
With a quick glance all around, he headed for it. But he didn’t notice the two 
pairs of dull yellow eyes peering over the rocky hill that separated the square 


from the crater lake. And he didn’t see the dragons take flight, heading for the 


Revinir’s castle. 





A Familiar Face 


[he clasatendooe opened to a dark, empty hallway. None of the sconces on the 
walls were lit, which seemed odd. Still, the team of black-eyed people entered 
with expertise, caution, and stealth they had acquired since training under 
Maiven and Florence. 

They moved up the hallway, fully visible now. Someone lit a highlighter to 
help them see. With a start, Dev noticed one black-eyed girl right away—she 
was the one who looked like the painting he’d found in the desk in Ashguard’s 
palace. The resemblance was striking. And even though it probably wasn’t her 
—the painting was too old for that to be possible—it could be her mother. She 
was no doubt related to Ashguard. Which meant she would take over the 
palace, and his library. Dev’s expression flickered, and he tried not to let his 
heart sink. They had other more important things to attend to. But that little 
dream inside him, the one that said he belonged somewhere, was dying. And it 
refused to go quietly. 

“Stop,” he muttered to himself, and double-checked his weapons. He 
needed to pay attention now more than ever. The future of this land was 
dependent on this small group of people, and they all needed to be quick and 


smart to get this mission completed without casualties. 


They could all wield weapons and do at least a little magic by this point. 
Some, like Rohan and Prindi, were quite advanced with their spells. Everyone 
had been given component vests by Florence after their training. Only Dev 
didn’t have one, and that was an oversight Thisbe wanted to correct as soon as 
possible if Florence or Carina had thought to bring along any spares. The rest 
of them lit highlighters, peered down passageways, and advanced toward 
Thisbe’s old crypt, which was just down the hallway from the elevator. 

While the others stood back, Thisbe used powerful fire bolts from her eyes 
and fingertips to blow out the door to her crypt. When the smoke cleared, she 
checked to make sure there were still plenty of dragon bones and reminded 
the others they could get more if needed by going through the tunnel she'd 
created, which led into Rohan’s crypt. Thisbe took a lingering look at that 
passageway and remembered the sweet times she and Rohan had spent 
together, curled up. Talking about life. Sharing their first kiss. The two 
glanced at each other. Rohan gave her a small smile. “There were a few nice 
moments down here,” he said near her ear. “But I'd still rather be anywhere 
else, as long as you're with me.” 

Thisbe’s face grew warm. “Come on,” she said, and took Rohan’s hand. “Let’s 
run to the kitchen so we can get far away from here as soon as possible. And 
never return.” They started for the kitchen. 

‘The passageways appeared safe except when coming to an intersection or a 
curve, which wouldnt allow them to see very far ahead, so they had to slow 
down and be cautious. But, like them, no human could navigate the catacombs 
in pitch darkness, and there weren't any lights to be seen except for their own 
highlighter, so they assumed they were alone. Thisbe and Rohan peered 
around corners and down side halls, but they became increasingly sure the 
place had been abandoned completely after their escape. And it made sense. 
With no one left to guard, it seemed silly to have soldiers down here. Finally, 
with increasing confidence, they reached the kitchen, finding the stove fires 
extinguished and cold. Two cauldrons sat atop the ashes, empty. 

“Let’s see if there is any broth left over from before,” Thisbe whispered, her 
stomach twisting in knots. Being here was giving her flashbacks. The two 
moved cautiously into the attached storage room where Thisbe had spent so 
much time juggling vials of broth, trying to keep Dev and the others from 
drinking more of the dragon-bone kind. She'd risked so much down here, seen 
so much pain. Dev sobbing on the floor, feeling lost and alone. So many of her 


now friends who'd been walking around like zombies under the Revinir’s mind 
control. The Revinir forcing her to work harder and harder each day, dragging 
bones. Very little food and water. 

The sound of glass crunching under their feet dashed their hopes of finding 
anything intact. They pointed their highlighters at the shelf where the two 
kinds of broth had been stored. Vials were smashed. Everything had been 
destroyed. Rohan double-checked each slot just to be sure and cleaned off the 
lone vial that sat in its slot, unbroken. 

“Which kind is it?” asked Thisbe, peering at it. “Ancestor? We could use an 
extra backup, just in case. We only have a handful of them left.” 

“No,” said Rohan, holding his light close to it. “It’s dragon-bone broth. I'll 
take it with us anyway, even though it won’t make much of a difference.” 

As Rohan put the vial into his pocket and the two returned to collect the 
cauldrons, a faint light appeared outside in the hallway, growing brighter. 
Thisbe gasped and pointed, and she and Rohan quickly doused their 
highlighters. Could it be one of their team members? But why would they 
come all the way down here? They quickly realized it couldn’t be one of their 
friends, for the light was coming from the direction of the castle, not the 
elevator. 

Together in the dark, the two could only crouch silently together as 
footsteps approached. The light flickered, as if it were fire from a torch. Soon, 
whoever held it stopped walking and stood outside the kitchen doorway. 

Thisbe and Rohan shifted, making shards of glass crunch under them. They 
held their breath as a man appeared, his face illuminated by fire. 

Mangrel, the crypt keeper, stepped into the kitchen toward them. 





Enlisting Help 


lHicbeetaredeat Mangrel as mixed feelings pounded her. He had kept her and 
the others imprisoned in this underground maze of bones. He’d branded the 
back of her neck with the Revinir’s symbol, like he’d done with all the other 
black-eyed children. But he'd softened over time as the Revinir kept doing 
more and more horrible things to her. He'd started slipping her extra food, 
especially toward the end of her imprisonment down here, and he'd looked the 
other way more than once when Thisbe had exploded things in her crypt. 
When she and the rest of the group had escaped, he'd surprised them all by 
helping distract the other guards at the last minute, and he told them to make 
a run for it. That was worth something to Thisbe. 

She also worried about what would happen if Mangrel continued on down 
the hallway and discovered their friends stealing ancient dragon bones. Would 
he hurt them or try to put a stop to their bone gathering? They could take him 
out if they knew he was coming, but they were preoccupied and might not see 
him until it was too late—he could lock at least a few of them in a crypt. And 
Thisbe didn’t have time to deal with that kind of problem right now. 

While Rohan watched Thisbe in the darkness, trying to read her mind, 
Thisbe teetered about what to do. Mangrel sniffed the air and took another 


step inside. The light from his torch fell on Thisbe’s and Rohan’s shoes. 

“Who are you?” he demanded. “Show yourself!” He pulled a dagger from his 
belt and brandished it, then charged into the room. 

Rohan squeezed Thisbe’s arm—either in fear or in warning. But Mangrel 
kept coming for them. Thisbe disregarded Rohan’s signal and slipped her 
fingers into her vest pockets. She grabbed and flung a handful of scatterclips 
at the man. The clips stuck through the crypt keeper's clothing and slammed 
him against the kitchen wall, pinning him there. “What? Who?” he yelled in 
surprise. “Hey! Put me down!” 

“Not sure that was entirely necessary, but okay,” Rohan remarked under his 
breath. 

“I didn’t want him to do anything he’d regret,” replied Thisbe with a smirk. 
It felt good to use her magic again on a real target... and not miss this time. 
She stepped closer to Mangrel’s torch so he could see her. “Hi, Mangrel. It’s me, 
Thisbe. And Rohan is here too. Where are all the guards?” 

Mangrel’s mouth dropped open in surprise; then his face clouded as he 
figured out what had just happened to him. He tried to point his torch at 
them so he could see the two better, but his pinned arm wouldn't allow for 
much movement. “What are you doing down here?” he snarled. “Don’t you 
know what you've done?” 

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged a confused glance. “What weve done?” 
repeated Rohan. “What do you mean?” 

The crypt keeper stared. “I have orders to kill you if I see you, just like the 
dragons. Why did you come back to this place? You know the Revinir has put 
the other catacomb guards to death because you all escaped!” 

Thisbe’s heart sank. She hadn’t heard anything about it. The two of them 
instinctively edged toward the door. “I didn’t know she'd done that,” Thisbe 
said, feeling a bit numb. “I feel bad about it. But...” She gave a quizzical look, 
as if realizing what she was apologizing for. “Wait a minute. You mean the 
soldiers who actually tried to kill me and Rohan before? The ones who treated 
us and our friends like dirt? Who went along with the theory that certain 
children should be used as slaves?” Fire flashed from her eyes. “Those are the 
ones you want to lecture me about?” 

“Thisbe,” Rohan cautioned, but she wasn’t going to stop now. 

“Honestly, Mangrel,” Thisbe continued. “You have no right to be yelling at 
me about this. I should be lecturing you after what you've done. And I will not 


take the blame for what the Revinir decides to do to the people who serve her. 
I'm the one trying to get her out of power. I’m the one trying to help people 
like you by saving this land of the dragons and restoring it to what it used to 
be. I don’t see you doing anything like that!” She hesitated, then dropped her 
voice. “It’s true I feel a bit sorry for you because you helped us get away. And 
I'm very grateful for that. But you didn’t try to free us. You didn’t try to stop 
the Revinir—you went along with it. You stuck a burning-hot iron against my 
neck, Mangrel. That’s terrible! You were almost as obedient to the Revinir as 
the guards were. So don’t try to pin any blame on me and my formerly 
enslaved friends.” 

She reached inside her vest for a few heart attack components, feeling a bit 
reckless. “And don’t even try to make a move once those scatterclips disappear, 
or youre dead. I’m not really afraid of anyone anymore. Least of all, you.” 

Mangrel stared for a long moment, then dropped his gaze. He was helpless 
to do anything but hang his head. “I did what I could. You don’t understand.” 

“I understand that you allowed a dictator to imprison children and use 
them as slaves, and you participated in that for years.” 

Mangrel didn’t respond. He kept his head down. 

“We should go,” Rohan whispered to Thisbe. He lifted up a cauldron to 
remind her. 

Thisbe flipped her highlighter on and shined it on Mangrel’s face, revealing 
the remorse the man felt. “I’m not lying when I say I can take you out of this 
world in an instant, Mangrel,” said Thisbe. “And so can Rohan. And while we 
don’t want to do that, precisely because you've done the absolute bare 
minimum of a few nice things for me, I'm not afraid to.” She stepped back. 
“Drop your dagger.” 

The crypt keeper seemed fully deflated. He dropped his dagger, and it went 
clattering to the floor. Thisbe kicked it over to Rohan, who picked it up. 

“Give me your torch.” Thisbe stepped forward, rolling one of the heart 
attack components between her fingers, ready in case he tried anything. But 
Mangrel did what he was told and didn’t even attempt to pull from his 
restraints. 

“Tm going to release the spell and let you down so you can give me any 
other weapons you're carrying.” 

Thisbe did so, and once his limbs were free, Mangrel pulled a knife out of a 
sheath around his leg and dropped it onto the floor near Thisbe’s feet. She 


kicked that one back to Rohan too. 

“I wouldn’t have hurt you,” Mangrel muttered. “I didn’t know it was you at 
first. And... I'm sorry. You're right. I should have done better, no matter what 
the cost. I knew it all along.” 

“Then why...?” 

“It’s... complicated. And I was in a bind. But basically, I gave up trying.” 

Rohan grimaced. He was starting to get worked up now. “You giving up 
meant I was a slave since childhood,” he said. “It meant I lost everything. It 
meant I don’t have anyone left or a place to go. My fellow black-eyed former 
slaves and I hardly know how to act in public because we spent more time 
down here than out there. You participated in that.” 

The man blanched. “Yes. You're right. ’'m so sorry.” 

Thisbe looked at Rohan, glad he'd finally said something and feeling the 
emotion lingering in the air—she knew he'd feel better later for having done 
it. “Anything else?” she asked him. 

He shook his head and blew out a breath. “No. That’s all. I accept your 
apology.” 

Mangrel couldn’t look the boy in the eye. “Thank you.” 

Thisbe pointed down the hallway toward the elevator, indicating Mangrel 
should start walking. “I will keep your apology in mind,” said Thisbe, less 
generous but fair enough under the circumstances. “Now grab a cauldron from 
Rohan. We're going to try to make life better for everyone, even you. So a little 
help now will go a long way to redeeming yourself.” 

Mangrel’s face was conflicted, but he did what he was told. Thisbe made 
him go ahead of them on the long walk back toward the elevator. 

Rohan raised an eyebrow at Thisbe as the man shuffled along in front of 
them. Thisbe shrugged, but she couldn't hide her feeling of triumph. After her 
encounter with the Revinir, she had apparently ceased to give in to people 
who were trying to take advantage of her. It worked out all right in this 
instance. 

As they walked, Thisbe began thinking about their pending escape from 
here. Not only did they have to get all of the people out, but all of the bones 
and cauldrons, too. She began calculating the number of invisibility 
paintbrushes they'd need. None of them had thought to account for 
paintbrushes for the bones and cauldrons, but that was the last thing they 
wanted the Revinir’s dragons to see, even if the humans were invisible. If the 


Revinir heard about a bunch of bones and cauldrons waltzing away on their 
own, it wouldn’t take long for her to figure out who was behind it and 
speculate what they were doing with them. Plus they'd have to cover them 
when they approached Ashguard’s palace to hide them from the dragons there, 
too. She checked her vest pockets, but that didn’t help much when she didn’t 
know how many everyone else had. It was a potential predicament to worry 
about later. But she had other questions now. She took the cauldron from 
Rohan for a while so he could rest his arms. 

“Tell me, Mangrel,” said Thisbe after a time. The heavy cauldron, on its thin 
metal handle, thudded against her legs, and her arms strained to carry it. 
“What's the situation with soldier and dragon activity in the square at this 
time of night? And what do you know about the Revinir’s plans?” 





Gathering Bones 


I don’t know much about the Revinir’s plans,” said Mangrel. “Pm down here 
alone. I was only given strict orders to keep an eye out for you, Thisbe, and kill 
you if I saw you. I never expected you'd come back here.” He paused, then 
asked again, still wondering, “Why would you? Or perhaps you don’t want to 
tell me.” He glanced over his shoulder and added, “I won't tell anyone you 
came. I promise. It’s the least I can do after... everything.” 

“Thank you,” said Rohan. “And what about the soldiers and dragons in the 
square?” 

“No soldiers there anymore. There’s nothing to keep watch over—just a big 
empty square. The market ended weeks ago. People are beginning to starve. 
The food isn’t being transported to the people who need it, and the farmers 
are throwing it all away. It’s really horrible.” 

Thisbe frowned. “You mean like when we were slaves?” She'd gone a few 
days without food down here. 

“I... yes. Only bigger. And endless.” He continued where he left off. “All the 
soldiers are assembled in camps around the castle, waiting for orders to go 
after you.” 

“We saw dragons overhead when we arrived,” Rohan said, trying to keep 
the conversation helpful. 


“They seem to just circle about. Mostly they’re focused on putting out the 
fire the last couple of days, but they’d notice you in the square if they were 
overhead. But,” Mangrel said, “they all go down to the crater lake around this 
time of night to fish and eat. You should be able to slip away easily if you head 
out soon.” 

“Hmm,” said Thisbe, not sure if she trusted the man. But the story rang true 
—this was similar timing to when the red dragons had gone to the river to eat. 
“Maybe we won't have to use our invisibility paintbrushes,” she whispered to 
Rohan. 

“Youre definitely using one,” Rohan said, alarmed. “She’s out to get you. 
We're not taking any chances.” 

“Well, but maybe we can leave Simber and the bones and cauldrons alone 
after all.” 

“ÉI hadn't thought about them,” Rohan said, checking his stash of 
components to see how many invisibility paintbrushes he carried. “It would 
look suspicious to see unaccompanied bones flying through the air, wouldn’t 
it?” 

“That’s what I’ve been worrying about. I didn’t think about how many extra 
components we'd need to cover a bunch of giant bones and two enormous 
cauldrons.” 

Rohan frowned. “We don’t want to use up everything we have—we'll need 
them at the end of the journey. That’s even more important.” 

“Right,” said Thisbe, calculating. 

Mangrel didn’t have a clue what the two were talking about, though he 
remembered them using something to make them invisible before—they’d 
done it in the elevator, and it had been shocking to witness. He had other 
things on his mind, though. “I’m grateful you didn’t kill me,” he said after a 
time of silence. 

“Just remember: If you try anything against us, I will not hesitate to do so,” 
said Thisbe. Still, she felt a pang. Mangrel was stuck down here all by himself, 
carrying a torch and wandering the empty hallways, watching over bones. 
Why was he even still here? 

The crypt keeper nodded. “I know.” 

Eventually they passed the hallway that led to Rohan’s old crypt, and they 
could hear the others dragging bones to the elevator. Soon they rounded the 
corner to the main hallway where Thisbe’s old crypt was, and the others came 


into view. They had one side of the elevator halfway loaded up, leaving just 
enough room for the team to fit inside if they could manage to lift the 
cauldrons above their heads. 

Everyone but Fifer shrank back, visibly shaken at the sight of Mangrel, but 
Rohan explained what had happened as he helped load the last bones into the 
elevator. 

“This should be enough,” said Dev. “Shall we pile in?” 

“Aren't we all going invisible?” Rohan asked Thisbe with a challenging look 
in his eye. He plugged Mangrel’s torch into one of the sconces on the wall. 

“I—” Thisbe wavered. “Yes, I suppose we should. We can’t take any chances. 
Everyone, please make sure you save enough paintbrushes for the end of our 
trip so we arent detected. It’s more important not to be seen back at our 
camps than it is here.” They all began to paint themselves, starting from their 
feet and moving up. 

Rohan looked relieved as he began applying his. “Bones and cauldrons too?” 

Thisbe bit her lip before completely disappearing. “No. I think we should 
chance it and not waste the components. It’s dark. The dragons are likely 
feeding at the lake. There are no soldiers stationed here anymore, according to 
Mangrel, and I believe him. The important part for now is that the dragons 
here don’t see humans looking suspicious.” 

“Okay,” said Rohan, trying not to sound doubtful, but it seemed to him like 
the sight of dragon bones moving on their own would be cause for all-out 
panic. But there was no time to argue now that the clock was ticking on their 
invisibility. “Shall we head up?” 

“Wait,” said Thisbe, finishing painting her hair. “I forgot to call Simber.” 
She quickly sent a seek spell to him, which startled Mangrel with its zooming 
ball of light that took the fastest path it could, down the long passageway to 
the cave exit, since the elevator was still down here, plugging that route. After 
waiting a few anxious minutes to give Simber time to return before bringing 
the elevator up into full view, everyone squeezed in alongside the giant stack 
of bones. 

Thisbe looked out at Mangrel, who was still just standing there, looking a 
bit forlorn. “Rohan,” she said, “can you give him his weapons back, please?” 

“Are you sure?” asked Rohan. 

Thisbe narrowed her gaze and studied the crypt keeper. “Yes,” she said. “He 
may need to protect himself. I wish him no harm—we have enough enemies.” 


Rohan hopped out of the elevator and handed the man’s knife and dagger 
back to him. 

“Thank you,” Mangrel said. “And good luck. Whatever happens, I wish you 
all well.” 

Thisbe smiled, then realized he couldn't see it. “You too. Once we take over 
the world, TIl come and let you know so you can get out of here.” 

Rohan returned to the elevator, and with that, Dev pushed the button. The 
elevator began to rise, and everyone strained on tiptoes to see if anyone was 
around and watching. 

The square seemed empty, and there were no dragons circling above, which 
was a great relief. It was exactly as Mangrel had said. Simber hadn't arrived 
yet, but Thisbe had no doubt he’d be coming shortly. He was probably trying 
to round up Gorgrun for the ones going to the village. The group filed out of 
the elevator, then began stacking the bones on the pavers while they waited 
for their rides. 

As they piled the last ones, a roar filled their ears, and everyone froze. From 
up over the nearest row of houses outside the square came the Revinir and two 
other dragons, flames exploding from their throats. 





A Very Close Call 


lhe childern ears. abk standing in Dragonsmarche, but the bones, 
cauldrons, and elevator weren't. “Run!” Thisbe whispered harshly to the others. 
“Hide behind the hills. We'll find you there.” She unsheathed her sword and 
heard the zing of at least one other. 

Some of them scattered, but no one quite knew who else was running. The 
rest stayed to defend their very important mission, knowing they still had a 
few minutes left of invisibility. But the invisibility feature had its drawbacks, 
and a sense of uneasiness took over them as they lost track of each other and 
began to step carefully about, trying to connect with other people without 
banging into them full on or getting sliced by their weapons. It was impossible 
to determine how many of them stood against the three roaring dragons. 

Thisbe and the others who'd stayed knew their cargo was crucial, but if they 
moved it now, they'd be discovered because of that movement. Still, there was 
no way Thisbe was leaving here without the bones and pots. If they couldn't 
make dragon-bone broth, Artime’s top fighters, including their Magical 
Warrior trainer, would remain trapped by their own dragons. But if they could 
deliver the bones as planned, they might end up with some dragons on their 


side again, and that could tip the scales in their favor. There was no better way 
to fight the Revinir than with her own weapons. They needed this. 

The Revinir kept flying toward them. Thisbe could see that the two dragons 
accompanying her were the last of the red ones that had been hiding in the sea 
near Artime’s jungle when the Revinir had abducted the twins. Riding on the 
Revinir’s back were several castle workers, including Zel, who had been 
Thisbe’s personal assistant for a time. Thisbe narrowed her eyes and took a few 
steps back, bumping into someone but not knowing who, and sending that 
person tripping over the pile of bones, knocking a few of them clattering to 


” 


the ground. “Sorry!” she whispered and moved over behind the elevator so 
there wouldn't be another collision like that. 

As she went, Thisbe touched the last obliterate component inside her 
secret vest compartment. She was sorely tempted to remove it and use it, but 
then she let it go with a grimace. Obviously the Revinir knew Thisbe well, 
because she had ensured that the mage wouldn’t try to obliterate her again by 
surrounding herself with servants. Thisbe knew the Revinir needed to be 
removed from power at all costs. She knew that the dragon-woman wouldn't 
stop harming others, and that there was no choice except to take her down. 
But she didn’t want to hurt anyone else in the process. And the Revinir 
seemed to have figured that out. Not to mention that Thisbe wasn’t exactly 
sure where all of her friends were at the moment. Just because they were 
invisible didn’t mean they couldn’t be injured or killed by the detonation of 
such a powerful spell. 

Where is Simber? Thisbe thought as she scrambled to figure out what to do 
now. 

“I can smell you, Thisbe Stowe!” shouted the Revinir. The dragon-woman 
landed in the square near the elevator, her nostrils flaring. She let a spray of 
fire sweep across the pavers in front of her. Someone muttered and threw a 
metal star at the monster. It struck her in the neck, and the dragon-woman let 
out a telling yelp of pain that surprised Thisbe—she’d never witnessed the 
Revinir expressing physical pain or discomfort before. Thisbe peered around 
the elevator and saw that her neck was swollen right below her jaw. Had 
something happened to her? Was she injured? 

Thisbe’s confidence grew. If only she could get the people off the Revinir’s 
back so she could take a clean shot! Fifer? she said in her mind. 

I’m by the bones, Fifer replied. 


I’m behind the elevator. 

Just then a message spell reached Thisbe, revealing her hiding place. She 
grabbed it and shoved it inside her vest, trying to hide it. The Revinir roared 
and stepped toward her. Reluctantly Thisbe left her post and ran, arms 
outstretched and feeling around for others, out into the open square. 

“I know youre here!” the Revinir roared again, and several of the mages 
launched heart attack spells at her, revealing just how many of them had 
stayed to fight off the dragon. But, as before, the spells didn’t work on her. 

Sudden movement against the dark sky caught Thisbe’s eye, and she knew 
instinctively it was Simber and Gorgrun finally returning. Could they get here 
before the invisibility spells wore off? They didn’t have much time. She wished 
she could communicate with Simber, but surely he saw by now that the 
Revinir was here and the elevator was up in the square, even if he couldn't see 
the humans standing there. 

It didn’t matter, though, because Rohan and Dev were just starting to 
appear. Their invisibility was wearing off. 

Im going visible, Fifer said to Thisbe. 

Me too. I won't hide from her. I won't back down. 

We'll face her together. Simber is coming. 

The rest of them had a decision to make without having a chance to consult 
with the others: Do they reapply their remaining invisibility brushes now, or 
save them for when they went back? Run for the hills, or would that only 
cause the Revinir to chase them down? 

Thisbe knew that if she used a fresh paintbrush but the others didn’t, they'd 
be targeted. That didn’t sit right. This was Thisbe’s mess. Thisbe’s battle. She 
left her brushes alone and hoped shed chosen correctly. They'd need the 
remaining ones anyway to get past Pan and the others if they made it out of 
this mess alive. Besides, Simber needed to know where she was—and not just 
her. She took out the obliterate spell and vowed to use it if the Revinir tried 
anything, no matter who went down with it. She had to. She cringed and 
released the latch on the tiny box so she'd be ready. 

As Thisbe’s body slowly appeared, Simber and Gorgrun drew near, but 
stayed out of the Revinir’s sight behind her. Thisbe moved toward Fifer, Dev, 
and Rohan, who, like her, were fully visible now, though still entrenched in 
darkness. She glanced at Dev, who hung behind the other two, and 


remembered that the Revinir still thought he was dead. What would she do to 
him if she saw him alive? 

The dragon-woman’s beaklike snout was sniffing all around, trying to figure 
out where everyone was and if there were more who hadn’t reappeared. To 
distract the Revinir from making out Dev’s features in the darkness, Thisbe 
shouted out to her. “I'll use this spell, and I won't miss this time,” Thisbe 
warned. “We will take this land back. We’re not stopping.” 

The Revinir seemed mildly startled by Thisbe’s threat. She reared back 
before recovering and putting on her usual snide expression. “Sure. Sure you 
will,” said the dragon-woman, her confident words sounding a bit hollow. She 
motioned to her red dragons to stand down. “You wouldnt hurt Zel. And what 
about my other slaves, who must still be hiding from me? They might be a 
little too close to me for you to use that thing—it’s such a powerful spell, as 
you've already proven. Knocked me down. Then your weak little grandfather 
tried to take me out with his baby-size metal star weapons. What a failure. Of 
course you already know that.” 

Thisbe quickly glanced around. Fifer stepped forward to line up with her. 
“Is that why your neck is swollen?” she asked. “From Ishibashi’s throwing star?” 

Rohan and Dev stayed in the shadows, but Thisbe still gave Dev a frantic 
look—it was best for the Revinir to believe him to be dead. What was he 
doing? He flashed a defiant look in return. Fifer lit a highlighter to draw 
attention to herself and away from Dev. 

“Why don’t you go ahead and kill us all, then?” Thisbe called out. “If you 
don’t think Tl use the spell, what are you waiting for?” She paused, then 
added, “Oh, wait. I know. You need at least one of us to stay alive in order to 
complete your takeover plan.” 

“No one will join you if you hurt any of us,” said Dev, who was apparently 
tired of hiding. He and Rohan raised their weapons. 

The Revinir did a double take, and her mouth gaped when she realized it 
was Dev standing there. In the darkness, a metal star zinged through the air 
from an invisible source, aiming for the dragon-woman’s open mouth. It 
slammed into her teeth, breaking off a few. The Revinir roared in anger and 
lunged toward the direction of the throw. 

Thisbe raised her arm, poised to cast the obliterate spell. Her hand shook. 
“TIl use it, Emma,” she shouted. “Don’t even think about coming any closer.” 
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“Stop. Calling. Me. Emma!” the Revinir roared, but then abruptly clutched 
her neck. She coughed and choked and tried to clear her throat. Then she 
shoved her claws deep into her mouth and fished around. Wincing in pain, she 
withdrew them, slime covered and dripping, but had no success in removing 
the source of discomfort. “I told you before.” 

“What's going on with your throat?” asked Fifer, trying again to get 
information. “Are you injured? You seem... weak.” 

“Be quiet!” the Revinir said as she shook the goo from her claws. “I’m not 
speaking to you.” She sniffed hard, then muttered under her breath. 
Something rotten-smelling wafted from the dragon-woman. 

Fifer made a face and let out a little snort. Dev gagged, while Rohan stood 
firm, doing his best to keep Dev protected behind him. 

“What do you want?” asked Thisbe, frustrated. She’d expected the Revinir 
to attack—after all, the dragon-woman had put a kill order on her with all the 
dragons and soldiers and even Mangrel, so why wasn’t she carrying it out? 
Thisbe rolled the pebble between her fingers, ready to cast it... she thought. 
But not if the Revinir didn’t come at them. Thisbe eyed Simber, who was still 
hovering with Gorgrun behind the Revinir, unnoticed by any of the three 
opposing dragons. Was he planning something? She certainly hoped so. “Well?” 
Thisbe demanded. “Tell me!” 

“I want to know why you betrayed me.” 

Thisbe felt like she'd been punched in the stomach. She didn’t want to talk 
about this, especially in front of the others. She glanced at Fifer and saw her 
sister was watching Simber too. Time for a distraction? Thisbe said to Fifer 
using her mind. 

Yes. I'll give Simber a signal. 

“Why do you think I betrayed you?” asked Thisbe, stalling for time. Maybe 
the Revinir would answer the uncomfortable question herself. 

The Revinir was quiet for a long moment. Fifer flicked her wrist and 
Simber and Gorgrun advanced. Finally the dragon-woman said, “I don’t 
know,” in a quiet voice. “I thought we had a special friendship.” She cut off the 
last word sharply, as if she hated herself for speaking it. With a growl, she 
asked, “What are you doing with those dragon bones? Are you trying to 
become like me?” 

Thisbe sucked in a breath at the idea of that. A rush of pity and horror 


mingled together inside her. “I would never, ever want to do that,” she said, 


and she meant it. 

The Revinir’s face curled in anger. Before she could reply, Dev stepped in 
front of everyone else. “No one would ever want to be anything like you.” 

“Dev!” the Revinir cried, fire curling up around her jowls. “Why won't you 
die?” She lunged at the young man, who swung his sword, nicking her chin 
and making her rise up in anger. Thisbe moved to place the obliterate spell 
square at her head, but now the dragon-woman was too close to the boys. 
Thisbe’s face contorted in frustration, and she brought her arm down to her 
side. “Blast it!” she muttered when Dev didn’t shrink back, and the four 
charged with weapons drawn. 

“Simber! Now!” Fifer shouted. 

Simber and Gorgrun slammed into the red dragons, knocking them for a 
loop, then crashed into them again, making them hit the pavers with a 
thunderous impact. The Revinir whirled around to see what had just 
happened, and as she turned, she let loose a shower of sparks over the crowd. 
“Hold the red ones back, Gorgrun!” Thisbe instructed, while Simber came 
veering down to the square, clipping the Revinir in the jaw with his wing. She 
whirled, dazed and yelping, and sprayed a line of fire at the children that 
ended in a plume of smoke and a hacking cough. She clutched her throat. 

Meanwhile, Simber landed next to the bones, and Rohan and Dev began 
loading them on his back. 

“Let’s go!” Fifer yelled, loud enough so the others who were hiding could 
hear. “Gorgrun, one last push, then pick up your riders near the hills behind 
us!” 

Gorgrun took a hard swipe with his mighty tail at the two red dragons, 
cuffing them and knocking them into the Revinir, who tipped and spilled her 
servants. As Gorgrun took off for the hills to collect his team, Thisbe clawed at 
her pocket, scrambling to get the obliterate spell while the Revinir had lost 
her riders. But the mind-controlled people climbed right back on, and the 
moment was lost. 

“Hurry!” Fifer commanded. Thisbe gave up the plan and turned sharply to 
figure out their escape. She, Dev, and Rohan dove to grab what they could of 
the bones and cauldrons. Fifer jumped on Simber’s back and steadied the load, 
and the other three scrambled up behind her. Simber scooped up the 


remaining bones. Before the Revinir and the red dragons could figure out 


what was happening, Thisbe, Fifer, and the rest of the team were heading back 
to Ashguard’s palace and the village with all of their necessary goods intact. 

“That was close,” Fifer said. “Well done, Simber.” 

“I wonderrr why Emma isn’t following us,” said the cheetah, looking back 
and catching Thisbe’s eye while narrowing his own. 

Thisbe shrugged. 

“Why do you call herrr that?” 

“It’s her name.” Thisbe looked away from Simber’s suspicious glance. 

As they caught their breath and checked their injuries, all she could focus 
on was how messed up the Revinir must be to think Thisbe would ever want 


to be like her. 





Out oF Sorts 


[ReRevinie-and hes tvora dragons didn’t follow Simber and the ghost 
dragon. Instead the dragon-woman watched as her former protégé and the rest 
of the black-eyed rulers left the area. She wondered how they'd managed to get 
past the five vicious dragons she'd sent to guard them, and then she realized 
with a pulse of concern that maybe they'd had no qualms about slaying their 
dragon friends after all. After the way Thisbe had treated her, it wouldn’t be 
too surprising that they all were just coldhearted. 

She wanted to feel angry—the same kind of anger she'd felt when the 
betrayal had happened. She almost sent the red dragons after the group, but 
then she would be alone except for the mind-controlled servants she’d brought 
with her. They were not stimulating conversationalists. Nor were the red 
dragons, for that matter, but their presence was large, which somehow made 
up for something. 

“Might as well be alone,” she muttered. Every last one of her servants and 
dragons had been stripped of any sort of intelligent banter after the Revinir 
had taken control of them. It had only bothered the Revinir a little before 
Thisbe came along. But now that the girl was gone, it was painfully obvious 
that smart conversation in the castle was severely lacking. 


How could Thisbe not be missing it too? They'd really had a connection. 
Was she only playing a part with her people to keep them from attacking her? 
The thought was absurd, yet... it was enough to keep the Revinir from acting 
immediately. Was it possible that Thisbe had purposely missed her with that 
obliterate spell? She wanted to believe it. 

With a shake of her head, the Revinir turned away and started toward the 
castle. She didn’t have the heart to go after them tonight. She needed to get 
her anger back so she could do the job once and for all with the proper 
amount of vengeance it would take—and with the dragon and soldier backup 
—to slay them all and be done with it. She didn’t think she’d have to work too 
hard to take them all out. There were fewer than twenty of them from Artimé 
according to the last report from her dragons patrolling the skies. She realized 
the statues would likely be difficult to do away with. It didn’t matter, though 
—they couldn’t really hurt her. If they took down some soldiers and dragons in 
the eftort, so be it. That didn’t affect her. 

No, those statues weren’t dangerous like that grandfather had been. She 
winced and tried to swallow. Her throat injury, where the metal star had 
embedded, was getting worse as time passed. She was glad she'd killed him for 
it, but that didn’t lessen the pain. 

As the Revinir continued to ruminate on the recent incident, trying to 
build anger, she wondered why she hadn’t just eliminated all the children in 
the square when she'd had the chance. Dev had been there too—the nerve of 
him somehow surviving! That was downright embarrassing. 

But Thisbe. She had been rude, and that was frankly hard to get used to, so 
it had startled her a little. It seemed uncharacteristic. Maybe the Revinir had 
hesitated in retaliating because she held on to the hope that Thisbe would 
return... and they could try all of this again. The girl was still the best option, 
believe it or not. It wasn’t likely that the Revinir could convince another 
black-eyed person to join her after everything that had happened. 

Truth be told, it didn’t seem likely with Thisbe, either, now. Obviously 
because she'd tried to kill her—though there were still some lingering doubts 
in the Revinir’s mind about how the girl had missed. And she'd threatened her 
again just now but hadn't acted on it. 

Still, things seemed bleak. It was the tone of Thisbe’s voice, the disgust she 
spat out that guided the Revinir’s thoughts now, whether she’d intended to 
show those stark emotions or not. Especially after she had thrown that last 


verbal barb, saying she would never, ever want to be like her. What had the 
Revinir done to deserve that? Especially the “never, ever” part. Why did Thisbe 
have to say it like that? 

None of this was turning out the way the Revinir had hoped and dreamed 
it would. And now, with her massive army camping out, stretching from the 
castle along the road almost all the way to the square, waiting for the 
command to fight, the Revinir wasn’t sure what to do. 

Actually, no. That wasn’t true. She knew what she had to do. Kill them all 
except for one of the black-eyed slaves, then force that one to comply. But 
she'd lost her drive after Thisbe had left. And she had to find it again. 

The pain in her throat muddled her determination. It shouldn't be hard to 
hold on to the anger she'd felt after Thisbe had tried to kill her, but it was. 
Because for the first time in her life, the little girl named Emma, buried deep 
inside her, had felt like she’d had a kindred spirit. A friend. Someone who'd 
understood her. And it didn’t make sense that Thisbe had been faking it all. It 
couldn’t be possible! They'd had moments together that the Revinir was 
certain were authentic. And now all she wanted was more of that. But Thisbe 
had turned cold on her in an instant. With no warning. Had she been playing 
her the entire time? It felt awful. 

The only way the Revinir knew how to get angry again was to think about 
all the times people had betrayed her in the past, ending with the moment 
that Thisbe had turned and thrown the component that was meant to destroy 
her. No—ending with her saying she’d never, ever want to be like her. 


After a few hours of tossing and turning in her sleep, the Revinir rose and 
went to the ballroom. The pain in her throat had worsened and was helping 
her anger increase. Another day or two like this and she’d be back to her 


normal furious self. And then? Thisbe and Fifer and their friends had better 
be on their toes, because the Revinir was coming after them. 





Making Connections 


forgrun and Simber flew side by side over the uninhabited space between 
Dragonsmarche and Ashguard’s palace, which allowed their riders to talk 
about the plans moving forward. The ones staying in the village had heard 
Fifer’s theory that water was important to use against the Revinir, but they 
hadn't gotten the full details. Fifer, Rohan, Thisbe, and Dev updated the rest 
with everything they could think of so they could pass it along to Carina and 
Lani and the others. 

As they rode, Thisbe suddenly remembered the send spell that had come 
flying in at that terrible moment. She reached inside her vest and pulled it 
out. While Fifer lit a highlighter so they could see, Thisbe read: 


Thisbe, 


Matilda alerted Charlie that the Revinir is on the way to Dragonsmarche! 
Apparently some dragons saw the elevator rise up and went to report it to her. 
Be careful! 


Carina 


Thisbe looked up and laughed sardonically. “Well, that arrived just a few 
minutes too late.” She penned a response letting Carina know they were safe 
and on their way back. 

“It’s nice to have the gargoyles as spies,” said Asha. 

Dev nodded. He’d officially met all the others during the bone gathering in 
the catacombs. When everyone fell silent, he spoke up. “Hey, Asha, I found a 
painting of someone in the palace. It’s a girl who looks like you, but it’s old. 
Could it maybe be your mother? Are you... related to Ashguard by any 
chance?” 

Asha’s eyes widened. “Yes, he’s my grandfather!” 

“O-oh,” said Dev, nodding while his heart twisted. “I... yes. I see.” 

“Please save it for me until I can take a look. I'd recognize her if I saw it.” 
Her eyes shone in the night. “Thank you, Dev.” 

Dev nodded. “Of course,” he said quietly, then turned away before his 
expression could betray the sudden sadness that had come over him. But Fifer 
and Thisbe noticed. They exchanged a curious glance. 

What was that about? asked Thisbe. 

Not sure, Fifer replied. 

Before they could mind-discuss it further, Simber cleared his throat. 
“Drrragons cirrrcling ahead,” he said, looking back at Fifer. “We’rrre coming 
up to the prrroperrrties. Time forrr us to split up and go invisible.” 

The two parties said a hasty good-bye, and soon Gorgrun turned into a puff 
of fog with his riders invisible, heading for the village. The four with Simber 
landed so they could be sure to reach all parts of the great winged cheetah 
with the paintbrushes, from the tip of his tail to the ends of his wings. Then 
they returned to the air and glided high toward the two front corner dragons 
just as the sun rose behind them. 

Arabis’s neck snapped to attention as they flew over. Then she took flight 
and bumbled in the air as if trying to figure out where to go. 

“She smells us,” Rohan whispered. 

“It’s the bones,” Dev muttered. 

“Hurry, Sim!” Fifer urged, but the cat was going as fast as he could, while 
still trying to make the sharp turn to maneuver into the hole in the roof. 

From the side yard, Pan got up and watched Arabis sharply. She sampled 


the air. 


“Keep moving,” Thisbe said under her breath, watching them. She bent 
forward to hug Simber’s neck, staying close so they'd make it back through the 
hole without incident. The others wrapped their arms around each other and 
leaned forward, trying not to exclaim or cry out as Arabis rapidly gained on 
them. 

Thisbe closed her eyes and clung to the statue. 

With Arabis on his tail, Simber banked in the air, then put on the brakes 
with his wings until the last second. He folded his wings and soared down 
through the roof. Before they crashed into the floor, Simber caught himself 
and reversed course. He circled the room, then came to a stop as near to the 
fifth-floor landing as he could reach. Bits of the floor crumbled beneath his 
hind legs. 

“Hurrry,” Simber told them, bending his neck and lowering his head to 
allow them to crawl over it. The four quickly unloaded the bones and 
cauldrons. “Get to the steps! I can’t see you and I don’t want to crrrush you!” 

As Fifer ran to obey, she looked up through the hole and saw a flash of 
orange go by, but Arabis didn’t attempt to come through the roof or even look 
inside the hole. “I think we made it,” she said, feeling breathless. As the floor 
began to cave in beneath Simber’s back feet, the children leaped up the stairs 
and Simber scrambled to the stone landing. A large chunk of the fifth floor 
broke off and slammed down onto the fourth floor. It stopped there. 

Dev glanced back through the doorway, realizing there was no longer a way 
to get to the secret nook without leaping over a gaping hole. He was glad he’d 
taken the painting out of there and put it in the library. This place was getting 
destroyed by the minute. 

Aaron, Sky, and Maiven peered over the library railing to see what the 
noise was, and by now the invisibility spells were wearing off. 

“We'll explain everything in a minute,” Fifer said. “But in the meantime, can 
you give us a hand with these bones?” 





Memories and Reminders 


Soon all of them were back inside the library—or in Simber’s case, sprawled on 
the steps leading up to it. 

While the nighttime travelers dozed, Aaron and Sky watched for the 
dragons to settle down so they could attempt to fill the cauldrons. Maiven 
prepared breakfast for everyone using the scant remaining supplies Florence 
had taken with her from the kitchen in Artimé. When Arabis and Pan were 
back in place, Aaron and Sky made themselves and the cauldrons invisible and 
snuck down to the water pump with the cauldrons. They filled them as quickly 
as they could and hurried back to safety in the tower before the dragons came 
to see why the pump was running on its own but leaving no water pooling on 
the courtyard. 

Florence, Simber, Seth, and Maiven continued to plot their attack on the 
Revinir and were soon joined by Aaron and Sky. The four black-eyed children 
got up from their naps and started back to work. 

Fifer and Rohan joined the plotting committee, while Thisbe and Dev took 
up the task of making the dragon-bone broth—just like old times. And it felt 
really strange to be doing it. “I hate this,” Dev muttered to Thisbe as he stacked 
dragon bones into his cauldron. “It feels terrible.” 


“My stomach is sick,” said Thisbe. “All the times we did this—I didn’t think 
it had affected me, but doing this brings back all of those bad memories. The 
Revinir making us drink this stuff...” Thisbe closed her lips, lost in the horror 
of it all. The Revinir had done terrible things to them—to all of the black-eyed 
children here, and to all of the ones gathered in the village nearby. She 
remembered sitting on the floor of the catacombs kitchen with Dev sobbing 
in her arms. She remembered those first dragon scales that had painfully 
popped out of her skin, and the rush of images that had been so confusing 
when she’d been forced to take her first dose of ancestor broth. The Revinir 
had done some very bad things to them. 

Thisbe had to keep remembering that what the Revinir had done to her 
and others was not normal, and it was not okay. And she had to move beyond 
the pity she'd felt for the horrible creature. Because there was no doubt that 
the Revinir would end them all in an instant if she wanted to. She had no soul 
or heart left, or at least not enough to make a change. The Emma inside the 
dragon was gone. Erased. Thisbe closed her eyes at the sting of smoke and sat 
back on her heels. 

“Why do you think she didn’t come after us?” asked Dev as he stoked the 
fire. They wanted this broth done as quickly as possible. “She saw me.” 

“I noticed,” said Thisbe. “You could have kept back in the shadows, you 
know. And... 'm not sure why.” But she’d seen the look on the Revinir’s face. 
She’d heard the vulnerability in her voice. “Maybe she thinks there’s still a 
chance to get me to join her.” 

“I was tired of hiding.” Dev covered his cauldron and turned toward her. “Is 
there?” he asked carefully. 

“Is there what?” 

“A... chance.” 

Thisbe hesitated an instant—long enough to be telling. “Of course not.” 

Dev looked hard at her. “Thisbe?” 

“What?” 

“Something’s on your mind.” 

Thisbe’s lips parted. She closed them again. 

“It’s okay to tell me,” said Dev, glancing over to see the others gathered 
around the desk, deep in conversation. “Believe me, I understand how 
complicated everything is.” 


Thisbe blew out a breath. Did she dare confide in him about how conflicted 
she was feeling? 

“I remember when you helped me,” Dev said, trying to sound casual. “Back 
in the kitchen. After Princess Shanti was killed.” He turned fully toward the 
fire so Thisbe wouldn't feel like he was being intense. “You said some hard 
things to me back then. And... I’m ready to do the same thing for you if you 
want me to.” 

Thisbe pinched her eyes shut and pretended to wave smoke away. She got 
up and opened the nearest window, then returned, hoping Dev had mercifully 
dropped the subject. 

“The hardest part was being willing to hear it.” Dev sat back on his 
haunches but kept his gaze fixed on the fire. “It’s okay if you're not ready.” 

Thisbe let out a small groan of frustration and felt fire coming to her 
throat. Her scales fluttered against her skin. She didn’t want to do this. She 
wasn't even sure what specifically was troubling her, so how in the world 
would Dev know? It made her ill-tempered that he seemed to think she 
needed his advice. It was so annoying. And now they were stuck here together 
to monitor the broth for hours. 

“I don’t know if I want your advice,” Thisbe mumbled. “I guess it depends 
what you're going to say.” 

Dev laughed. It was nice to hear laughter, and Fifer, Seth, and Rohan 
looked over from their meeting with Florence and smiled at the two. Maybe 
one day they'd all laugh together once all of this was over. 

Thisbe smiled back at them uneasily, then lowered her voice. “I’m just 
conflicted.” 

“About what?” 

“About the Revinir.” 

“What part of her? She’s complicated.” 

Thisbe glanced sidelong at Dev and nodded. “Yeah. She really is. She was a 
kid like us once, you know? I read her journals, and we talked a little when I 
was over there. Obviously I don’t like her and nobody should. But I feel... 
sympathy for her, I guess.” She tapped a stick on her cauldron as wisps of 
steam began to curl above it. “I feel like I’m a bad person for not hating her 
universally like everyone else does.” 

Dev was quiet for a moment, and he didn’t look at her. “I think that just 
proves what a complex person—and a good person—you are,” he said. 


Thisbe was quiet. “Then why do I feel like Florence is constantly staring at 
me? Judging me?” 

Dev glanced behind them. 

“She’s staring at me right now, isn’t she?” said Thisbe. 

“Yes.” 

“See? I can feel her eyes boring into the back of my head.” 

Dev gave a lopsided grin. “She'll never really understand everything you 
went through for the sake of Artime. None of them will.” 

“Do you understand?” 

“I think so. And Fifer does too. You made such a huge sacrifice.” 

“Too bad I biffed it.” 

Dev leaned in. “Why did you biff it?” 

Thisbe closed her eyes and scoffed. Why, indeed? She couldnt put into 
words all of the complicated feelings she was having. Could she confess to Dev 
that she'd had certain urges, thinking about how it might actually be fun to 
join the Revinir’s side? Not that she’d ever actually do it—but did other people 
think that way sometimes? Was everyone so plain and simple that they never 
had bad thoughts just for the sake of imagining what things would be like if 
they carried out something unimaginable? Wasnt that what creativity was— 
constantly imagining what-ifs? Wasn't that the heart of what Artimé was? 

Maiven glanced over and caught Thisbe’s eye. She gave her a warm smile 
and a nod, then turned back to the group. 

Thisbe’s heart clutched. She looked sideways at Dev. What would he think 
if she confessed she'd really enjoyed the Revinir’s company a couple of times— 
that they'd actually had a few good moments together? Could Dev, who'd been 
thrown out the window by the dragon-woman and left for dead, still see 
Thisbe in the same way if she said something even a little bit positive about 
her? 

She didn’t dare. All she could answer was “I guess it was hard using such a 
powerful spell on someone who had once been a kid like us.” 

“Hmm,” Dev said thoughtfully. 

After a while, when the old familiar, sickening smell of dragon-bone broth 
wafted into their faces, Thisbe turned to Dev. “I thought you were going to 
give me advice.” 

Dev shrugged, then picked up the stirring stick to move his dragon bones 
around. “I can’t.” 


“Why not?” 

“Because you haven't actually told me anything for real yet.” 

Thisbe froze, then took the stick when Dev was done with it. “Maybe I 
don’t know which of my feelings are real.” 

“I think all feelings are real,” said Dev thoughtfully. “But we just have to 
work through some of them. When you figure it out, I'll be here.” 

They fell silent, lost in the flames. After a while, Thisbe spoke again. “What 
did I say to you that day in the catacombs kitchen?” 

“You don’t remember?” 

“I mean, it was a rough day all around for both of us.” 

“Fair enough. You told me that Shanti was not my friend.” 

“Oh.” Thisbe blew out a breath. “Wow. That was probably a bit harsh.” 

“True, though.” 

“And it... helped?” 

Dev nodded. “Not right away. But eventually.” 

“So now,” Thisbe deduced, “you're prepared to tell me that the Revinir isn’t 
my friend.” 

“If necessary, yes. But I think...” He didn’t finish his thought. 

Thisbe pursed her lips. “I know that already,” she said. 

Dev didn’t answer. The defensiveness hung in the air around them and 
wouldnt go away. 





Tempting Dragons 


How are we going to get them to drink this stuff?” Fifer asked after another 
nap. The sun was setting, and for a minute she wasn’t sure how long she'd been 
down. Her voice roused Dev, who'd fallen asleep on the floor next to the 
fireplace, and he sat up and blinked, bewildered. Thisbe had been monitoring 
both pots of broth during his rest. Dev had been looking peaked after their 
journey. He'd done a little too much, and they needed him to continue healing. 

“Hmm,” said Thisbe, handing them both a round of medicine that Florence 
had put on the table nearby for when they awoke. She lifted the lid off one 
cauldron and took a big sniff. Fifer wrinkled up her nose as the smell wafted 
her way. The odor of ancient bones soaking in boiling water wasn’t exactly 
appealing. She reached for her canteen and swallowed her magical meds. Dev 
obediently did the same. 

Seth came over from where he and Florence had been discussing his role in 
the upcoming attack. “Do you need any help with those cauldrons, Thiz?” 

“Yes, please—they’re about done now,” said Thisbe. Dev struggled to get up 
to help too, but Thisbe waved him off. “Weve got this.” She and Seth placed 


the steaming cauldrons on the hearth to cool for a few hours. 


“Add food to it,” Rohan said, answering Fifer’s initial question. “Something 
they'd like. They'll ingest the broth along with it.” 

“We have no food,” Thisbe muttered. 

“Do you think the broth will give them more scales?” Dev asked. “Like it 
would for us?” 

“I don’t know,” said Thisbe. “I imagine it’s more likely to give them visions, 
since it’s their ancestors’ bones that made the broth.” 

“And most importantly,” said Fifer, “it should break the mind control.” 

“We hope,” said Thisbe. 

Florence looked up from the giant desk area of the library where she'd been 
scribbling notes and drawing diagrams. “Is it ready?” she asked. 

“Yes,” said Thisbe, sounding a bit stiff. She and Florence hadn't fallen back 
into their old friendly ways. Despite Florence’s apology, it still seemed like she 
didn’t trust her, and that wasn’t something Thisbe could fix in an instant... or 
maybe ever. The trust had been broken on both sides, and it would take some 
real work to repair it. But for now Thisbe had other vital things to accomplish. 
She turned away from the warrior trainer. “Simber, do you think you can carry 
these cauldrons down the stairs without spilling them? Not yet—tonight, I 
mean. Also, how many invisibility paintbrushes do we have left, Seth? I need 
to go fishing without being seen.” 

“Tl check,” said Seth, going to the components supply bag. 

“Fishing seems dangerous,” Rohan remarked. He knew better than to 
oppose anything outright, because Thisbe did what she wanted anyway. But 
there had been a lot of risk lately, and it was exhausting him with worry. He 
blew out a breath that held all the words he wanted to say. 

“Pll go instead,” said Fifer. “Youve worked hard enough today. I’ve had a 
long rest, and I’m actually pretty good at fishing these days.” 

“Tm going too,” said Dev. “I’m the best with the net.” He glanced sidelong at 
Fifer. “And I’m feeling good.” 

“Don’t worry about using up our stash of invisibility paintbrushes,” 
Florence said. “Aaron and I are going to make more components later with the 
rest of the supplies I brought.” 

“We didn’t expect to use so many,” Fifer explained. “But we had to cover the 
bones and cauldrons, too. The other group has a lot more, so they should be 


good.” 


“Great,” said Florence. “Why do you need fish, though? We still have a little 
bit of food left from Artimé, don’t we?” Florence didn’t fully understand the 
ways humans needed food all the time. 

“We need something to put in the broth to make the dragons eat it,” Thisbe 
said curtly. “And I want to get this stuff down there for their overnight 
dinnertime. The Revinir knows we have the bones—she saw them and decided 
that we were trying to be like her.” She scoffed. “It’s only a matter of time 
before she figures out what we're really trying to do with them.” 

Florence watched Thisbe curiously, but Thisbe refused to connect their 
gaze. 

“Oh!” said Fifer, as a thought came to her. “By the way, Aaron, I've been 
meaning to ask—did you and Ishibashi use throwing stars as weapons to fight 
the Revinir? Because she’s been injured. She keeps tugging at her throat, and 
her neck is swollen. She muttered something about Ishibashi.” 

Aaron was taken aback at the mention of the scientist, and it took him a 
minute to find his voice. “It all happened pretty fast,” he said. “But he sent off 
at least two throwing stars before she retaliated. Perhaps he got one in a 
tender spot when her mouth was open.” 

“It sounds like Ishibashi might have helped us out more than he knew,” Sky 
said. “If she’s injured, she might not be able to fight with her usual gusto.” 

“Let’s hope it gets infected,” Dev muttered. “She deserves it.” He shuddered, 
then turned to Fifer. “Ready?” 

“Let’s do it.” 

“Be careful out there,” Florence warned. “Are you sure you can run fast if 
you have to?” 

“We're both fine now,” said Fifer. She didn’t want anyone thinking she was 
still too weak to do things. And she really just wanted to see how Dev was 
doing. They hadn’t had any time alone since they'd recovered from their 
injuries, and she missed him. “We're getting good at this by now.” 

“How are you going to hide the fish once you catch them?” asked Thisbe, 
worried. 

“Inside my robe,” said Fifer. “Don’t worry.” 

“TIl bring a spear, just in case the dragons come at us,” said Dev. “But the 
darkness helps too.” 

“All right,” said Thisbe, throwing her hands up. She plopped down on a 


sofa. The rest of the team scattered to take care of other things. But Maiven 


came over and sat beside her. 

“How are you?” Maiven asked. She studied her granddaughter. 

Thisbe glanced over. “I’m fine.” 

“Is there anything you want to talk about?” 

“Why?” Thisbe asked suspiciously. 

“Tm just curious. You seem to be struggling. And as a fellow leader of this 
land, I want you to know you can talk to me. Or ask me questions.” She settled 
in. 

“Thanks.” 

When Thisbe didn’t say anything, Maiven smoothly continued like she 
hadn’t noticed. “You know, I was in prison for decades.” 

Thisbe blinked, unsure where Maiven was going with this. “Yes, I know.” 
But it got her thinking. “What was that like? Why aren’t you more...?” 

“More what?” 

“More angry?” 

“Oh, I'm very angry,” Maiven said. “I’m furious. But I’m saving it for this 
fight.” She glanced at Thisbe. “Anger is a gift from your body. Did you know 
that? It’s a sensor that tells you when you are being treated unfairly. Are you 
angry too? Because I would expect you to be, after all you did. And how that 
was received. And... how your brother is handling it.” 

Thisbe’s mind whirled. She turned sharply. “Tm not an evil person.” 

Maiven’s gaze sharpened. “Anger and evilness are far from the same thing,” 
she said. “Don’t confuse the two.” 

Thisbe considered that. “But I think evil things sometimes.” She clamped 
her mouth shut. Maiven and the others didn’t need any more reason to worry 
about her. 

“Let me tell you about thinking evil thoughts,” Maiven said with a chuckle. 
“When I was in prison, I planned out the deaths of everyone I came in contact 
with. From the king to the guards to the palace servants who happened by.” 

“Even Dev?” 

“Especially Dev!” said Maiven. “He was the easiest because he actually came 
into my cell every day.” 

“But you never really wanted to hurt him, did you? He was feeding you.” 

“Exactly,” said Maiven. “And I never would have. He was always very cordial 
to me, and I held him in high regard—I knew he was a slave to the king’s 
family. But when a queen is trapped in a place with nothing else to do, 


sometimes she must plot revenge to keep her mind active. Now,” she added, 
“understand I didn’t plan to carry out any of those plots. But it was totally 
normal for me to think them. And that doesn’t make me an evil queen, does 
it?” 

“No, of course not.” Thisbe pressed her lips together, not sure what else to 
say. She'd been so guarded for so long that it felt wrong to somehow agree 
with Maiven, yet she was flooded with relief that the queen thought that way 
too. Despite her worries, Thisbe knew it had to be part of creativity to 
imagine evil things. Like Maiven, she'd never intended to carry them out. 
Maybe that wasn’t actually being evil after all. “Samheed writes plays with evil 
characters,” she mused. 

“But he’s not evil himself, is he?” 

“It depends who you ask,” Thisbe said slyly. “But no. Not in the slightest.” 

“His imagination for creating villains on the page makes him a complex 
person. And an imaginative one. Just like my thoughts make me. Those traits 
are very important for a queen or any other ruler to have.” 

Thisbe took a deep breath and glanced around, then said quietly, “So if I 
had a thought about what it would be like to join the Revinir and rule the 
land of the dragons, but would never really do it, that’s not a bad thing? 
Would you still trust me?” 

Maiven leaned in. “I’ve thought it myself.” 

“About me?” asked Thisbe. 

“No. About me.” 

Thisbe’s eyes widened. “What? You've thought about joining the Revinir?” 

“Like you, I would never do it. But a queen must imagine all scenarios and 
think about every possibility for the sake of her people. It’s my duty to 
consider everything, and look a few steps ahead of that idea to understand 
where it would lead. And obviously ruling alongside the Revinir would be 
horrible for my people, but I had to at least think it through in order to know 
that. Right?” 

Thisbe nodded thoughtfully. She was more like Maiven and Samheed than 
she'd realized. If thinking evil thoughts made her more like them than the 
Revinir... well, that was all right. After a while she looked up at her 
grandmother. “Tm not sure how you did it, but youve made me feel better.” 

‘Tm glad,” said Maiven. “And once this is all over, I’m looking forward to 
having you in the castle with me. I am pleased to know you think like a 


queen. 

“I hope we see the day when that happens,” Thisbe said. But she knew how 
powerful the Revinir was. 

“We will,” said Maiven. “And soon. The Revinir’s own evil that she acted on— 
mind controlling everyone in sight—will be her downfall. Mark my words.” 

“I really want you to be right, Grandmother,” said Thisbe. But while she'd 
been comforted by the conversation, deep down an uneasiness remained, 
because she still felt sympathy for the villain who had caused so much pain. 
And the thought of everyone looking to Thisbe to use the last obliterate spell 
gave her a stomachache. If she confessed all of that to Maiven, would the 
queen still accept her? Thisbe was too afraid to find out. 


Once the broth had sufficiently cooled, Thisbe and Rohan removed the bones 
from the cauldrons and set them aside in case they had to use them again for 
another batch. Then they lugged the cauldrons over to Simber, who carried 
them down one at a time and left them at the bottom of the stairs. 

Fifer and Dev went down too with the net and a spear. At the base of the 
tower they painted themselves and their items invisible. Catching hands so 
they wouldn't lose each other, and maybe also because they just wanted to 
hold hands, they moved swiftly but quietly to the riverbank halfway between 
two dragons. The beasts hardly stirred, though their nostrils flared as they 
seemed to pick up some human scent. 

Within minutes the two had their first fish, which would have looked to an 
observer like a fish flopping up out of the water onto the shore. Fifer and Dev 
reapplied the paintbrushes to themselves and all the items before they became 
visible, then caught another fish. 

“That should be enough,” Fifer whispered. “We can make it back without 
reapplying. Let’s go.” She slipped the two squirming fish inside her robe, and 
she and Dev climbed the bank and moved swiftly across the lawn. Fifer nearly 
lost one of the fish along the way but heroically managed to keep it from 
flopping and sliding out her robe’s armhole. When they reached the stairwell, 
Fifer dropped the fish into the cooled broth, one in each cauldron. 

“Whew,” Dev whispered. 


“We did it,” Fifer said. “Ready for step two?” 

“I... yes.” Dev was winded, but they were in this now, and they needed to 
keep going. They painted the cauldrons and themselves once more, then 
carefully lugged the giant pots back to the riverbank where the dragons 
gathered at night to fish for their food. The cauldrons would become visible in 
several minutes and hopefully entice at least one of the dragons to ingest 
enough broth to snap them out of the Revinir’s mind control. 

As they set the cauldrons down and turned to go back to the palace, they 
didn’t see Pan, black as the night, with her nose twitching in the wind. She 
began sneaking toward them, low to the ground. Her long, ropelike tail 
switched back and forth through the long grass behind her as she noted how 


the grass also bowed enticingly in front of her, beneath invisible footsteps. 





A Kiss in the Dark 


When Fifer reached out, trying to find Dev’s hand as they turned and ran for 
the tower, her eyes detected movement against the sky. She stifled a gasp as 
she realized Pan was nearly on top of them. Her hand struck Dev’s shoulder, 
and the two silently, frantically, found each other’s hands. They squeezed hard, 
knowing better than to speak, acknowledging that they both saw the ruler of 
the sea coming at them. The dragon’s normally coiled tail was fully extended, 
and it whipped toward them through the grass. 

Fifer leaped over it, but it caught her ankles as it switched back the other 
way, curling around them. She gripped Dev’s hand tighter and kicked, freeing 
one ankle. Seconds later she was airborne anyway, pulled by Dev, who'd 
apparently been caught by the tail too. “Put us down!” Fifer shouted, 
abandoning silence. “We’ve left you some food!” 

Dev let out a small roar as Fifer struggled against the thin black tail, trying 
to kick free. She pulled out her dagger and stabbed at Pan’s tail, wanting to 
connect just enough between scales to shock the dragon into letting go. The 
creature roared in pain and dropped them. They tumbled over the ground, 
then got back up and ran for their lives to the center turret, tripping and 
falling onto the stairs and climbing up to the first landing before finally 


coming to a stop in a heap, out of breath but uninjured. Safe. They lay stunned 
for a moment, arms and legs tangled together, as their invisibility wore off. 

“Are you okay?” Dev whispered. 

“Yes. Are you?” Fifer strained to see. His face was inches from hers. 

“Tm fine.” He stayed close, their bodies breathing hard together, and for a 
moment they stared into each other’s eyes as they clung to one another. And 
then Fifer reached up to touch Dev’s face. She slid her hand over his cheek, 
and then she leaned in and touched her lips to his. 

Dev sucked in a breath. Then he kissed her back. And for a moment they 
lay there entwined before pulling away. 

“Tm... sorry?” said Fifer, not sure what to say after kissing someone without 
asking permission first. She moved farther back so she could see him better. 

“It’s okay—I liked it,” said Dev. And then both of them grinned. Their 
hearts were still pounding from the chase and the kiss, but they got to their 
feet with stars in their eyes, nearly forgetting about how Pan had almost just 
thrown them across the yard or squeezed them to death. 

“You held on so tightly,” Dev said, flexing his fingers. 

“Did I hurt you?” 

“No, I mean, that probably saved us. Since we couldn't see each other.” 

“I... didn’t want to let go. Of you. Like, I couldn’t.” 

Dev pressed his lips together to stifle his grin. He knew Fifer wasn’t really 
someone who talked about romantic feelings or things of that nature. In fact, 
it was clear that she really didn’t like touching people she didn’t know very 
well. So this seemed... momentous. “I like you,” he began, as if he were going to 
say more, but there was nothing more to say. “I... I like you.” 

A flicker of a frown crossed Fifer’s face. She wasn’t sure how to answer. The 
truth was that she liked Dev, too. It was just... she'd never experienced feelings 
like this before with anyone, and they seemed weird. Especially when there 
were so many other things going on. So it was confusing. “We should watch 
the dragons,” she said, straightening her robe. 

“Of course,” said Dev, and he took a step away. He was getting to know her 
cues pretty well by now. “Let’s check the window.” 

They went to the window together. Fifer’s cheeks were hot, and her 
stomach had butterflies. In the dark tower, she touched her finger to her lips 
where Dev’s lips had been and remembered how soft and warm they'd felt. 


Warmer than she'd thought they'd be. But then she shook the memory away 
and peered out, looking for Pan. 

The dragon had gone to the riverbank. 

“Can you see the cauldrons?” Fifer whispered. 

“Too far away and too dark,” said Dev. “But they’re sitting right about 
where Pan is. And look—Arabis and Hux are coming to check it out too.” 

“Simber, are you watching this?” Fifer whispered, knowing the cheetah 
would be able to hear her from just about anywhere. 

“Tm watching,” he said in a low growl. “All of it.” 

Fifer froze. She and Dev looked at each other wide-eyed, then slowly 
turned their gazes upward to look through the spiral staircase. They could see 
Simber splayed on the steps a couple of floors above them, looking through 
the space. Fifer stifled a laugh, and then Dev hid his face in his sleeve. 

They heard the statue chuckle softly. 

“Were very intent on watching the dragons,” Fifer declared in a serious 
head mage voice. 

“And look,” said Dev, turning to the window. “All five of them are gathering 
by the river now. Simber, can you tell if they’re checking out the cauldrons?” 

The staircase creaked as Simber moved back to the window, and Fifer and 
Dev exchanged a silent, mirthful glance. They leaned out their window, trying 
to see in the dark. All they could make out were the outlines of five large 
bodies. 

“They’ve noticed it,” Simber said softly. 

The three continued watching, and up in the library Aaron, Sky, and 
Florence were gathered at the south window, and Maiven, Rohan, Thisbe, and 
Seth were at the west window to watch as well. 

After a while Pan broke away from the others and headed back toward her 
assigned spot. Fifer elbowed Dev and pointed her out. They watched in silence 
through the open window as she stopped in her tracks. She shook her head, 
then looked all around, her nostrils flaring and her throat emitting a low 
grumble. She swung her neck around to look at the palace, and the light 
coming from the windows illuminated her face. Her eyes were open wide. 

“She looks confused,” whispered Fifer. 

“She still looks terrifying,” Dev replied. He’d never known Pan before she'd 
been put under the Revinir’s mind control. The ruler of the sea was twice the 
size of her young dragons. 


“Simber,” Fifer whispered. “Call out to her. She knows you best of 
everyone.” 

“You rrread my mind,” said Simber. “Pan,” he called out. “Pan, it’s Simberrr.” 

The dragon turned toward Simber’s voice. 

“That's different,” said Fifer cautiously. 

“Right!” said Dev. “The dragons havent been doing that even when 
someone calls their name.” 

Simber lumbered down the stairs. “Tm going out therrre,” he said. 

“Be careful!” Fifer said. “We don’t know if any of them will attack you or if 
their fire is hot enough to destroy you. At the very least, it can harm you.” 

“TIl be fine,” the cat grumbled. Fifer and Dev squeezed up against the wall 
of the landing to let him pass. “Whateverrr the case, the brrroth seems to have 
had an effect.” 

With Simber slinking across the pavers in the courtyard, Fifer ran up to the 
library. “Pan seems to have been affected,” she said, out of breath. “Can you get 
ready to start another batch of broth? There’s no time to waste!” 

“The fire’s already going,” said Thisbe. “Tell Simber to grab the empty 
cauldrons so we can fill them with water!” She and Rohan followed Fifer down 
to the ground level, where they joined Dev. Seth trailed behind. They all 
peered around the doorway. 

Simber had crossed over to the lawn to approach the black dragon. Pan had 
smoke rising from her nostrils, but she didn’t go after him. “Be careful,” Fifer 
muttered, crouching in the tower doorway so the others could see over her. 
The last thing they needed was a fire-destroyed pile-of-sand Simber blowing 
around the lawn with no way to fix him because their own friendly dragons 
were trying to kill them. 

“Please, please,” Thisbe whispered under her breath. Rohan peered over her 
shoulder, watching intently. 

Simber kept talking to Pan as he slinked toward her, throwing out 
memories to calm her down. “The people of Arrrtimé arrre herrre,” he said. 
“The ones who made wings forrr yourrr childrrren.” 

Pan lashed her tail but still didn’t attack or retreat. 

“Move toward the cauldrons!” Fifer whispered. “We need them to make 
more broth!” 

Simber switched his tail, signaling he'd heard her. He glanced to the right, 
toward the river, to gauge what was happening there with the other dragons. 


They were congregated at the cauldrons. “Pan,” he said. “Yourrr mind is being 
contrrroled by the Rrrevinirrr. But we’rrre trrrying to get you back. You arrre 
the rrruler of the sea, but the Rrrevinirrr has you worrrking for herrr like a 
slave. That doesn’t seem rrright, does it? You should be in charrrge.” 

Pan seemed even more confused. “What’s... happening?” 

“Yes!” Fifer and Thisbe whispered together. Rohan and Dev bumped fists. 
They knew that if Pan was asking questions like that, she was teetering on the 
edge of mind control. She needed just a little more broth to return solidly to 
them. It was working! 

“See if you can salvage a little more of the broth for Pan!” Fifer whispered. 

Simber turned toward the river and began walking slowly. He eyed the 
younger dragons carefully, knowing that any of them could attack at any time. 
“The antidote to yourrr mind contrrrol is forrr you to drrrink the brrroth we 
made forrr you. You've been underrr the Rrrevinirrr’s contrrrol forrr quite 
some time now. It’s been harrrd to watch, my frrriend.” 

Pan walked behind Simber, uncertainly at first, then more willingly. Then 
she noticed the other dragons and let out a low growl. 

“Those arrre yourrr childrrren,” Simber said gently, then named them. “All 
but Drrrock arrre herrre.” 

“Drock,” said Pan, thinking hard. “The dark purple.” 

“Yes,” said Simber, trying not to scare her with his excitement that she'd 
remembered. 

“Is he... alive?” 

“Verrry much so,” said Simber. “He’s the only one who withstood the mind 
contrrrol. He’s been exceedingly helpful. He'll be thrrrilled to know you arrre 
coming back to us.” Simber hesitated, then added, “Therrre’s one thing you 
could do to help you rrrecognize all of us a little betterrr.” He glanced over his 
shoulder at her as they approached the other dragons. 

“What is it?” 

“Drrrink a little morrre of the brrroth.” 

The other dragons stepped back when the ruler of the sea approached. They 
seemed to be in various stages of confusion as well, and two of them roared at 
each other before settling down. 

“Is this what made me confused?” 

“It made you rrrecognize me,” said Simber. “If you trrrust me as yourrr 
frrriend, you'll drrrink morrre.” 


“I... trust you, Simber.” Pan bent down over one of the cauldrons and began 
to lap up the dregs that remained. 

As she did so, Hux the ice blue, who'd been the second one to get at the 
cauldrons, looked at the stone cheetah statue with confused recognition on his 
face. “Who... who are you? I know you.” He looked to the others as if startled 
to see them. Then: “Mother!” he cried. “Mother, what has happened to us? 
Where are we?” 

Pan looked up from the empty cauldron. “Hux,” she said with a hint of 
wonderment. The two embraced, and the other three, not quite there yet, 
wandered in distress. Simber grabbed the empty cauldrons and loped back 
toward the palace, promising to come back with more as soon as he could. 

While Florence hurried to update the people in the village of this new 
development, the five in the doorway erupted in cheers. Finally, finally. Pan 
and Hux were with them again. Something was going their way. 





Once and For All 


letReginmaas tea toul mood, partly because she'd wasted time feeling sorry 
for herself. Thisbe had gotten inside her head and taken up residence there, 
but the Revinir was kicking her out. Dev being alive and working with Thisbe 
had somehow helped her snap out of it and come to a stark realization—that 
there were no black-eyed children that could be trusted. She needed to change 
her goals. 

It was time to get over it and take charge again. She didn’t need anybody 
anymore. This life she already had, ruling her land while surrounded by mind- 
controlled people and dragons, was going to be just fine after all. It was a lot 
easier to deal with everyone and everything when there weren't any feelings 
involved. Whatever had happened there, when she'd allowed Thisbe to see her 
as a real being with emotions, had been a grave mistake. But that was over 
now. Dev, Thisbe, Rohan—they could all go die together. 

“I don’t need you, Thisbe Stowe,” she muttered as she sipped warm dragon- 
bone broth. It was the only thing she could swallow now that her throat was 
so swollen from the infected wound. She couldn't even feel the sharp edge of 
the star anymore—the tissue of her throat had grown so inflamed that it had 
enveloped the weapon. It made her sound hoarse, like she had a very bad cold. 


“I don’t need anyone. I've already got this land under my control. Sure, it’s not 
quite how I wanted it. But I've changed my mind after that whole mess with 
the partnership. What was I thinking? It’s going to be much easier on my own. 
The only thing standing in my way are those black-eyed children and magical 
intruders who think they own a piece of this place. They are sorely mistaken. 
And we are about to prove it to them.” She turned and looked around, 
suddenly aware that she'd been saying all of this out loud to... no one. 

A few glazed-eyed servants stared at the floor. A gray statue of a gargoyle 
looked out with dead eyes. The Revinir frowned at it. Why hadn't she noticed 
its ugliness before? When this was all over, she'd get rid of it. 

Things were dead lonely in the castle. Now that the Revinir had been 
vulnerable and let someone in, it was hard to go back to this. But she 
convinced herself that it was the only way it could be now. She turned to Zel, 
whom she’d decided to add to her staff—she’d taken a sort of comfort in 
knowing that Zel had been Thisbe’s servant for a time here. 

“Zel,” she said, “tomorrow we go to war.” 

“Yes, Revinir,” said Zel. 

“I want you to alert the staff and have the soldiers prepare the dragons. 
Send messengers to the other villages to let them know that it’s time. We're 
going to march all the way to Ashguard’s palace and take it over. And this 
time, none of my enemies will be allowed to survive. No black-eyed people, no 
mages or ordinary people, no statues—we must destroy them all.” 

“Tomorrow,” said Zel. 

“First thing,” said the Revinir. “Tell everyone to gather outside the castle. 
We'll go together as one. People and dragons, and... me.” She was her own 
category. The thought made her even lonelier. 

Zel started to leave the room to do as she was told, but the Revinir stopped 
her. “One last thing,” she said. “Have the soldiers and other dragons track 
down Drock the dark purple dragon. Imprison him in one of the dungeon 
cages, where he belongs. He’s been tricking me, and I’ve had enough of it.” 

“Yes, Revinir.” 

“We'll execute him later,” the Revinir went on, feeling a swell of excitement 
for the first time in days. “Yes. We'll execute him once all of his friends are 
disposed of. Or... maybe we'll just let him live and wallow in the sadness of 
losing every last one of them.” 


Zel nodded and left the room. There was no argument, no discussion. No 
one to suggest that the Revinir was making a series of bad decisions. It was 
refreshing in its own way. 


Maybe she really could get used to this way of life again. 





A Sky Full oF Dragons 


By morning, Thisbe and Dev had finished making the second batch of dragon- 
bone broth. Pan and Hux helped them corral Arabis, Ivis, and Yarbeck so 
they'd each ingest enough to bring them fully back to their own minds. Once 
that happened, they divvied up the rest equally to give them all an extra boost 
of safety against the Revinir’s roar. For they would soon need it. 

Matilda kept Charlie and Carina abreast of what the Revinir had said 
about changing her plan and wanting to do away with all the black-eyed 
children, and resigning herself to living with the fact that everyone in her 
kingdom would be glassy-eyed and dull until the end of time. She also told 
them the frightening news that the Revinir had called for Drock to be taken 
captive, which was met with anger and shock among all the dragons, humans, 
and statues. It reignited Thisbe’s burning anger—when would the dragon- 
woman stop this madness? How low would she stoop? 

Later, Matilda reported that whenever the Revinir left the ballroom, Kitten 
would chase after her to see where she was going, then run back to help 
Matilda find her when the coast was clear, so they weren’t missing much, if 
anything. Charlie let Matilda know that the two were doing a great service 
that would certainly help the seven islands in the end. Carina passed 
everything on to Florence or Fifer in the library. 


Shortly after the dragons had taken in the last of the broth, the Revinir 
began roaring. Matilda reported it, though the humans who'd drunk the 
dragon-bone broth didn’t need anyone to tell them that. They and the dragons 
felt the effects—visions for the humans and an urge to join the Revinir for the 
dragons. But they'd all had enough of the correct broth to keep them on the 
right side of things. Still, the roaring made them restless. They knew the time 
to fight would soon come, and no one knew who would end up victorious. 

Fifer and Dev had been healing quickly, and they insisted they were up for 
the imminent challenge—not that they had a choice. This confrontation was 
going to happen when the Revinir decided it would happen. She was going to 
be in for a shock when she finally made her move, though. Would it be 
enough? 

While Florence, Maiven, and Fifer were going over the minute details of 
their mission, including trying to come up with a solution to every possible 
thing that could go wrong, the inevitable word came from Matilda: The 
Revinir was on her way to Ashguard’s palace, preparing a tremendous attack. 
Matilda and Kitten were hitching a ride in the back of one of the chariots, 
hoping to keep Carina updated on their progress. 

Now all that remained for the army at Ashguard’s palace and village was to 
step up to take the Revinir head-on. No longer needing to hide and not caring 
who the overhead dragons reported their existence to now, the giant group 
from the village vacated their homes and hiding places and organized on the 
streets, ready to march when they received the order. Carina called up the 
ghost dragons, who came in droves, while Lani, Samheed, and the black-eyed 
future rulers began moving to the palace. 

Meanwhile, the team inside Ashguard’s palace came down to the yard to 
prep the newly friendly dragons. Florence had already caught them up on the 
Revinir and all she'd been doing since they'd fallen under her mind control. 
Now they needed to lay out the plan to see if the dragons were agreeable to 
helping carry it out. 

Fifer explained that over the past several days, she, Florence, Simber, 
Aaron, Seth, Sky, and Maiven, with input from the rest of them and the 
leaders in the village, had come up with a detailed plan that would hopefully 
take the Revinir by surprise and leave her defenseless. It was a plan that would 
involve the forest and hills, the square, and the underground tunnels, among 
other landmarks. And water, of course. They'd use magic and metal stars and 


spears and small rafts, all of which the people in the village had been feverishly 
working to build under Copper’s direction during their time of hiding and 
waiting. 

Fifer reiterated to them that water was such an important part of the 
strategy, and she explained why. Once she'd laid out the entire plan to the 
dragons, she asked their opinion of it. 

“I think it’s a fine scheme,” Pan said. She and her children offered 
suggestions on how the dragons might help improve it. “We would be highly 
honored to assist you after all you have been through. After all you have done 
to free our minds. We only hope to see Drock freed soon and have him join 
us. 

Seth piped up. “I hate imagining Drock in that dragon stall. It was horrible 
for him back when we fixed his wings.” 

Fifer nodded. “We'll get him out as soon as we can. Once we take care of all 
of this, we'll be free to rescue him.” 

The dragons were somber. They remembered their confinement all too well. 
And they felt terrible that they'd been fighting against their brother during 
these months under the Revinir’s control. 

The villagers arrived through the orchard, with ghost dragons flying in 
overhead. They spread out on the property, leaving room for the dragons to 
land. Fifer climbed up onto Florence’s shoulders to give instructions. 

She caught Dev’s eye and smiled. He was wearing a new component vest, 
which looked smart with his brown wool skirt. He smiled back encouragingly. 

As Fifer watched the army assemble, hundreds upon hundreds of them, all 
giving up everything to help take down this enemy, she felt her chest tighten. 
This reminded her of the stories Lani had penned about Alex, when all seemed 
lost and he was trying to inspire his people in Artimé. She understood his 
emotion now. She was deeply moved by the people’s generosity and vigor. 
Their abilities and their good cheer in the midst of this terrible time. She held 
her hand up to greet friends from Artimé she hadn't seen in a long time and 
watched as Seth reunited with his mother and the rest of his family. Kaylee 
and Daniel found Aaron—and Aaron all but collapsed in their arms. He'd 
been through so much. They all had. 

When the personal reunions were over and the group quieted, Fifer 
signaled for attention. “Thank you all for coming,” she called out. Her head 
mage robe fluttered in the morning breeze. “It’s so good to see everyone again. 


You have all been given your assignments, and you know what to do. Team 
forest, raise your hands!” 

Part of the army raised their hands and gave a shout. 

“Hill fighters, where are you?” shouted Fifer, feeling something inside her 
chest swell up with pride and getting caught up in the spirit of things. 

“Here!” cried another part. 

“Leaders for the square, are you ready?” 

The leaders of Artimé, Quill, Warbler, Karkinos, and the land of the 
dragons all gave a shout. 

“And, Talon, you know what to do.” 

“Yes, indeed,” Talon said sincerely. 

Fifer nodded and turned back to the group. “I want you to know that this 
will be a difficult battle, but we will prevail. We will overthrow the Revinir 
because we must! Our lives and futures depend on it! And every one of you 
has a crucial part in this plan. Do your best,” Fifer said. “And... do your worst 
against the Revinir.” 

A cheer rose up. 

When the crowd grew quiet, Fifer’s eyes misted. She tapped her chest and 
shouted, voice cracking with the memory of her fallen brother, “I am with 
you!” 

“I am with you!” the crowd shouted back, tapping their chests too, many of 
them looking teary-eyed like Fifer. They were doing this for their futures, but 
they were also doing it for Alex. He’d paved the way through the darkness and 
led the people of all the islands to peace. Now Fifer was following in his 
footsteps, and they felt a sense of calm and confidence. She had gone from 
being a dangerous child to a strong leader, and one they wanted to follow for 
decades to come. 

Fifer stood overlooking them, taking one last moment to move her gaze 
through the ranks, to give the people and statues and creatures a nod and an 
encouraging smile. 

“All right!” she announced. “Florence, we'll be looking to you. Lead the 


way!” Fifer climbed down from the warrior trainer’s shoulders and jumped to 
the ground. Any tiredness or weakness from her previous injuries had 


disappeared. They had a job to do. The most important job any of them had 
ever faced. Were they strong enough to do it? 


Most of the army had participated in previous battles, so it didn’t take 
much work to turn them confidently in the direction of their most egregious 
and elusive enemy. They had one goal in mind, and that was to make it to 
Dragonsmarche before the Revinir did. And to take advantage of the dragon- 
woman's weaknesses. She was the only target, and they needed to destroy her. 
If others got in the way, so be it. 

Thisbe’s thoughts strayed often to the conversation she'd had with Dev the 
other day, and he caught her eye now as they went to find their dragon. “Are 
you doing okay?” he asked. 

Thisbe nodded. “Yes. Thanks. Pll check in with you if I have any doubts.” 

He smiled encouragingly, which gave Thisbe strength. But it also reminded 
her of how much Dev had changed since he’d become one of them. He was like 
Drock—one of the unlikely heroes of this terrible time to rise up and give 
their all when no one expected much of anything from them. Not to mention, 
Dev making himself available to talk things through with and challenge Thisbe 
had been the kindest thing Dev had ever done for either of the twins, Thisbe 
reckoned. He didn’t judge her or shame her for feeling sympathy for the evil 
monster, even though it might have seemed irrational and alarming to hear 
that she'd felt that way. She and Dev were similar, too, she realized with a 
start. They’d both experienced unhealthy relationships with terrible people. 
But they were going to come out of it together. And help each other. 

Over the past few days Dev had gently reminded Thisbe of the horrific 
things the Revinir had done to her and other people throughout the years. 
And he was sure to press the truth—that the dragon-woman wouldn’t stop. In 
fact, from Matilda’s reports, it seemed she’d only continued to grow worse and 
more destructive since Thisbe had left the castle. Especially because Thisbe had 
deceived her. 


Soon the army had climbed up on their various dragons. Simber paused next 
to Thisbe as she waited her turn to board a ghost dragon. “Arrre you all rrright 
now?” Simber asked her. 

At first Thisbe didn’t know what he meant. “Meaning...?” 

“About Emma.” 


“Oh.” Thisbe studied the cheetah. He'd figured out her secret too. He'd 
probably heard the entire conversation she’d had with Dev from his perch on 
the stairs. “Yes. I think so. Thanks, Simber. I—I appreciate that you cared 
enough to ask.” 

Simber nodded. “Of courrrse I carrre.” He hesitated; then it was Thisbe’s 
turn to board. “If you’rrre strrruggling, I’m always herrre for you.” 

Thisbe nodded, too choked up to respond... and too worried that she was 
lying to him about the Revinir. 

“See you out therrre.” Simber turned to get in position in front of them, 
and Thisbe climbed up the dragon. Simber was on her side. It was a good 
feeling, but it didn’t shake the uncertainty Thisbe felt. 

The dragons took flight. Simber and Talon led from the skies, watching out 
for the Revinir and her oncoming army. 

Fifer, Dev, Seth, Rohan, and Thisbe greeted the others on board their ghost 
dragon, and eventually located Charlie near Samheed and Lani. They reunited 
with everyone and confirmed that all plans were in place. After a while, Fifer 
turned to Charlie. “Where are they now?” she asked him. 

He was still for a moment while he communicated with Matilda. As Fifer 
waited for an answer, she realized that what she and Thisbe had with their 
mind conversations was similar to the gargoyles. Fifer would have to ask them 
for advice on how to strengthen the connection once things were back to 
normal. Charlie looked up, then used sign language to respond. “They’re 
nearing the Grimere neighborhoods.” 

Fifer glanced ahead at Simber and called to him. “How close are we?” 

“We might want to pick up the pace,” said Simber. “I can’t see them yet. 
Still too farrr off.” 

At Fifer’s command, the front line of ghost dragons began to move faster, 
prompting the rest of their party to speed up too. “Anything else you can tell 
us, Charlie?” asked Fifer. She was antsy for information. 

During another lengthy pause, Charlie’s face turned serious. He signed 
rapidly, which caused Fifer to miss some of what he was saying. “What was 
that?” she signed back to him. “I’m sorry—I didn’t understand.” 

But Lani had caught it all. She looked at Fifer. “He said that Matilda and 
Kitten have stealthily snuck all the way to the carriage closest to where the 
Revinir is walking, within listening distance to her. She’s been ranting and 


raving, getting more and more heated as they travel. And they just overheard 
her giving orders to some of her soldiers.” 

“What were the orders?” asked Thisbe. Her voice was sharp with concern, 
and everyone nearby turned to see what was going on as Charlie began signing 
again. 

Some of them gasped at his answer. Lani interpreted it so that Simber 
could hear. “The Revinir told her soldiers that she wants a team of them to 
turn around and march back to the castle. Down to the dungeon. To put 
Drock to death immediately.” 





A Side Trip 


What?” cried Dev. “No! We have to save Drock!” 

“She can’t do that!” Seth said. “This is sick!” 

“We must save him,” said Carina, eyes hardening. “Drock was the only one 
holding us together for so much of this time. That the Revinir would do 
something this horrible proves there is no other option. We must end her 
reign forever, and make it so she can’t reappear anywhere like she did before.” 

Thisbe clutched her stomach and cringed. She knew Carina was right. But 
she hated all of this. 

Simber heard what the Revinir was planning, and he immediately flew over 
to inform the other dragons from the seven islands that the Revinir was 
sending a team to put Drock to death. Word spread quickly, and the rest of 
the army was horrified, especially those who knew of Drock’s amazing bravery. 
He'd saved them and their friends so many times and had been the only one to 
stave off the dastardly mind control. The Revinir must have discovered that 
he’d been faking it all this time. 

“We have no choice,” Fifer declared. “We must stop this right away! Drock 
is the heart and soul of this land. He was the only real representative of the 
dragons for months, until yesterday. And he has served all of us with dignity, 


respect, and bravery. We cannot let him down. Who will go after the soldiers 
to stop this?” 

Seth, who'd been sickened by this news, didn’t hold back or wait to be 
noticed. This was too important. “It should be me and Dey,” he said with 
conviction. “We'll go on one of Drock’s siblings. Dev and I both know the area 
well, and we can be spared from our assignments in the rest of the mission.” 

Dev nodded. “I agree. Drock is really special to me,” he said. “He saved my 
life. Seth’s right. We're the best ones for the job.” He stood straighter. “And if 
you're not upset about this, you should be! Without Drock, many of us 
wouldnt be here.” The leaders of Artimé and Drock’s family all seemed 
thoroughly enraged. 

“We must do everything in our power to end this madness,” said Claire. 
“Once and for all. Now’s the time for bravery from all of us.” 

“Tm going to grab a few extra components before we go,” Seth said to Dev, 
reaching for one of the many component sacks. 

Dev glanced at Fifer, part of him not wanting to leave the group... or her. 
But Seth’s plan made sense. Dev knew the castle like no one else. Seth was 
familiar with the dungeon, and he had magical abilities that would put them 
at a huge advantage against a group of soldiers. Dev’s fingers brushed Fifer’s, 
and their pinkies entwined for a moment. 

Fifer thought through what it would look like for them. Two of her closest 
friends leaving the safety of the group—was this what a true war was like? Side 
missions that would put some of her favorite people in grave danger? It made 
her more determined to end this tumult forever. Today. “All right,” Fifer said 
decisively. She squeezed Dev’s hand and gave Seth a solemn look. “Be careful.” 

“Let’s not waste any time,” Dev said, letting go of Fifer and picking up his 
spear and sword. “They have a large head start, but they’re on foot. I think we 
can reach the dungeon first if we go swiftly. Arabis, will you take us?” 

The orange dragon was anxious to save her brother. Once the troublemaker 
of Pan’s five children, Drock had become the hero of all dragons, even if most 
of them didn’t know it yet. They couldn’t let him down when he was most 
vulnerable. “It would be an honor.” The dragons landed to exchange 
passengers. The orange dragon looked over the people, creatures, and statues 
around her, and her eyes landed on Fox. “You come too,” she said to him. 

Fox blinked and looked behind him. Seeing no one else responding to the 
dragon, he turned back to face her and put his paw to his chest. “Me?” he 


asked. 

“Yes. Come along.” 

Fox felt a wave of fear, but then he beamed. He’d been chosen for 
something important. He leaped into Seth’s arms and waited to be taken 
aboard the dragon. 

Dev looked at Thisbe. “Be strong,” he said. 

Thisbe nodded. She knew he meant with her conflicted feelings about the 
Revinir. “I will.” A lump rose to her throat. 

“Please stay safe,” Fifer said to Dev and Seth. “We'll need your help when 
you return.” Whatever her friends faced was unknown and dangerous, 
especially for Dev, since the Revinir had decided all of the black-eyed people 
should die. “Come back to us as soon as you have Drock safe and sound. You 
know the plan.” 

Seth nodded solemnly to the head mage, the girl he’d known since he was a 
toddler. “We'll be careful,” he said. He checked his vest pockets and counted 
his components, even though he'd just counted them and grabbed extra a short 
time ago. 

“We'll see you before you have time to miss us,” Dev said, trying to sound 
lighthearted, but feeling a sense of dread. He hadn’t imagined a scene where he 
and Fifer wouldn't be fighting together. What if something happened to her? 

Fifer reached out and squeezed Dev’s arm, looking him in the eyes. She felt 
a rush of warmth coming to her face, but now was no time to hide her 
feelings. “Come back to... us.” 

Dev nodded. “I will.” 

Seth looked on with a raised eyebrow. Something there seemed more 
intense than he'd ever seen. He turned to go, but then Prindi, one of the black- 
eyed girls, touched his sleeve. “Stay safe, Seth,” she said. 

Seth’s face turned bright red. “Oh,” he said, then tripped on a tree root in 
the road and nearly face-planted in the dirt. “Yeah.” He fled to where Arabis 
had landed along the side of the road, and somehow he and Dev climbed 
aboard. 

They took off, with Seth and Dev lying flat so that anyone below them 
along the route would think Arabis was flying solo. The dragon rose up high so 
she wouldn't be noticed as easily by any of the dragons that were coming this 
way. And off they went, disappearing into the clouds. The rest of the army 


took flight again, and Simber urged them to go faster now that they'd lost 
precious time. 

“That was a sudden turn of events,” Thisbe said, turning to Fifer. “But I 
think we can safely fill in the jobs Dev and Seth were going to do.” 

“Tm worried about Drock,” Fifer said. And Dev. She knew that Seth would 
be okay—he had magic and was so much stronger as a mage compared to when 
they'd first entered the castle dungeon to fix the dragons’ wings. He'd be able 
to take down any average human enemy, and mind-controlled soldiers weren't 
exactly quick thinking. But Dev only knew a few spells, and he was much more 
vulnerable. He could wield his weapons, of course, but he didn’t have the 
armor of one of the Revinir’s soldiers. She thought about the kiss they’d shared 
on the steps, and her insides twisted. She cared about Dev. A lot more than 
she'd thought. How had that happened? The progression of their friendship, 
their... whatever it was... felt slow and quick all at the same time. 

“The boys will get there quickly with Arabis,” said Thisbe, looking carefully 
at her. “They'll probably beat the soldiers on foot and be out with Drock 
before the soldiers even show up.” She hesitated. “Did something... more 
happen with you and Dev?” 

Fifer’s face grew hot. “Why would you ask that?” 

“It’s just a feeling.” 

“I mean,” Fifer said, “we’re very good friends now, you know. Especially 
being stuck together for so long when you were away.” She didn’t look at 
Thisbe. 

“I seeee,” said Thisbe, tapping her chin. One corner of her lips tugged 
upward, but she worked to straighten it. 

“What's going on?” asked Rohan. 

“Nothing,” the two said sharply in unison. Fifer smiled at Thisbe. She knew 
that she knew, and she knew that she knew. It felt good for that to be out in 
the open between them, even if neither of them had said it expressly. 

Fifer thought about how she'd never expected to like someone in that way, 
the way Thisbe liked Rohan. She'd really needed to know Dev extremely well 
before she’d even begun to think of him in that way. She knew from books and 
real-life stories that sometimes people had an instant attraction to each other, 
but that didn’t seem to be the way it worked with Fifer. She hadn't felt one 
romantic thing about Dev until she actually trusted him, confided in him. 
Shared stories and really got to know him well. But now she and Dev had 


somehow transcended the friendship level, and it was a whole new set of 
feelings for Fifer. It was very confusing. But... good. Probably. 

Too bad she didn’t have time to process those feelings now, because they 
were heading straight into the biggest battle Artimé and the rest of the seven 
islands had ever faced in their existence. It would be nice if she and Dev would 
both get through this and share another kiss. 

As the Dragonsmarche square came into view, Fifer’s romantic thoughts 
were blown apart by Simber’s deep growl. “The Rrrevinirrr is a thousand 
yarrrds ahead!” 

The head mage’s stomach flipped for a different reason this time. She blew 
out a breath, focused on the task. “This is it, then,” she said in a low voice to 
Thisbe as the army landed near the square and came to a stop. Fifer slid down 
a dragon wing and met Florence and Maiven. The two moved swiftly out in 
front of the army and turned to face them. “All right, everyone!” Maiven 
shouted. “Disembark. It’s time to take your places!” 





Ambush 


Half of the army from the seven islands, armed with components and capable 
of doing freeze spells, disappeared into the forest across the road from the 
square. A large group of the remaining ones, with components and 
nonmagical weapons like spears and swords, went to hide behind the hills on 
the opposite side. Then Kaylee and Sean, along with children Daniel, Ava, and 
Lukas, and several other mages who'd trained under Henry’s medical direction, 
took magic carpets down to the lakeside. They carried small rafts and medical 
supplies with them. Once there, they set up a safe space and triage area in the 
cave where Sky, Thisbe, and Rohan had hidden out. And they stationed a 
number of their people at the shore with the rafts. 

Pan, Hux, Ivis, Yarbeck, and all of the ghost dragons flew down below the 
cliff near the crater lake to hide and wait for their cue. And Talon flew away, 
due east, on a mission of his own. The only ones who remained in the square 
were those whom the Revinir already knew were in the land of the dragons: 
Thisbe and Fifer, Rohan, Florence, Simber, and Aaron. 

The minutes went by agonizingly, but Fifer didn’t want to advance any 
farther toward the Revinir. The square was the perfect spot for the beginning 
of the fight they needed to have in order to beat the dragon-woman. 


Nobody was sure exactly how many of their plans would have to be enacted 
thereafter to do so. Or if they'd lose anyone in the process. Perhaps, with all of 
them against her and her dumbed-down army, this would take a matter of an 
hour or so. They could only hope! The seven islands had never been more 
prepared than they were now, and they had covered absolutely every scenario 
they could think of in their planning. But nobody was counting on this going 
easily. 

They could see the Revinir’s dragons flying and swooping in the distance, 
and soon her soldiers appeared in the road. The Revinir was a good distance 
behind the front line of soldiers, walking down the center with people and 
chariots all around. In the back of one, Matilda and Kitten were constantly 
communicating with Charlie and Carina behind the nearest hill. 

“Seems typical,” Thisbe muttered to Fifer as she eyed where the Revinir had 
planted herself in the group. “Sending her soldiers out in front to get attacked. 
That’s very like her.” 

“Well, it’s better for us,” said Fifer. 

“True.” Thisbe glanced toward the hills. Carina, Sky, Lani, and Samheed 
were controlling things over there. Reza, Prindi, Asha, Crow, and several 
others were keeping the ghost dragons from forgetting what they were doing 
and meandering back to the cavelands. Henry, Thatcher, Scarlet, and other top 
spell casters waited, hidden by trees and giant rocks around the square. Carina 
rose up and gave Thisbe an okay signal, then slipped out of sight. All was well. 

Thisbe turned and searched the forest. She couldn’t detect anyone, but she 
knew hundreds of them were only a few feet back in the shadows and ash, 
behind the scorched trees. She clenched and released her fists, trying to keep 
her fingers warm and nimble, then touched the pocket where the obliterate 
spell was. 

“She sees us,” Rohan said. His hands trembled as they gripped his vest. It 
was his first battle in his own land... and the pressure was high. “Oh dear gods. 
Here she comes.” 

“She looks flusterrred to see us standing herrre,” Simber said in a low voice. 
“She expected to surrrprrrise us at Ashguarrrd’s palace.” 

The Revinir halted everyone, then took flight to get a better view of who 
she was facing. After a moment of looking around, she laughed. “That’s it? No 
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allies? Keep marching!” she ordered, and started toward the small group in the 


square. 


“Everyone stand firm,” Fifer commanded the people with her. “Florence, 
we're right behind you.” 

“Heads up, everyone,” Florence called out in a soft voice to alert the hidden 
ones in the forest. Simber spread his wings, ready to fly or pounce or do 
whatever was necessary in case the Revinir struck. 

“She won't attack,” Thisbe murmured, almost as if she could sense the 
Revinir’s thoughts—something similar had happened before in this very spot, 
so she didn’t discount it. “She’s still waiting for me to change my mind and 
join her. Doesnt she ever stop?” Her mind kept flickering to the conversation 
with Maiven, but she tried to stay focused. 

The dragon-woman soared over the heads of her soldiers and landed in the 
square in front of them. Her neck was thick and bulging. “What in the name 
of the High Priest Justine are you trying to prove?” Her voice was raspy and 
sarcastic. She laughed hard, then winced in pain. “You lot look ridiculous. Did 
you come all the way from Ashguard’s palace to fight me and my soldiers and 
dragons? I know you've been hiding out there. What a joke.” Her gaze landed 
on Thisbe, and her eyes narrowed. “You're first.” 

Thisbe felt her lungs freeze. The eyes of hundreds in hiding as well as the 
leaders of Artimé were on her. She took a step forward and pulled out the last 
obliterate spell. “Are you sure about that?” she asked. 

The Revinir scoffed but revealed her uneasiness by backing up closer to her 
soldiers. “You won't,” she said breezily. “You're imperfect after all, aren't you? 
‘One of the most powerful mages Artimé has ever seen,” she mocked. “If that’s 
true, you're all a bunch of sorry weaklings. You can’t even take out a single 
large target without mucking it up.” She let out another laugh, then clutched 
her throat in pain and blew out a breath. “Come closer so I can blast you this 
time, Thisbe. You owe me. Let’s get this over with.” 

Thisbe narrowed her eyes suspiciously. The Revinir was in serious pain; 
they could all tell. “You can blast me from there if you really want to,” she said, 
holding her hand steady in the throwing position. “But you'll go down with me 
if you do.” She pinched the obliterate component easily between her thumb 
and forefinger. Her heart raced, but her confidence soared. She had a theory. 
“Or maybe your throat is too injured for you to breathe fire. Is that it? Is that 
why you haven't tried to torch us already?” 

“Yes,” said Fifer, stepping in line with her twin. “We heard that Ishibashi 
really nailed you with a throwing star. What a shot, right into your big mouth. 


And is that a goiter in your neck? Very swollen.” Fifer turned to Aaron, 
Rohan, Simber, and Florence. “You know, I think if we just leave, she'll die of 
the infection soon anyway. A matter of days. We could wait it out.” 
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“Tm not dying!” the Revinir roared. “I’m stronger than ever!” She winced 
again, and a bit of pus oozed from the corner of her mouth and plopped onto 
the ground. Gingerly she touched her dragon neck with her front claws, 
running them up and down the bulge there. “Tm perfectly fine and capable of 
flaming you to ash right now.” 

“Ah, but you're not doing it,” Aaron pointed out. “There’s got to be a reason 
for that. Are you afraid of our tiny army?” 

The Revinir cast a look of disgust at the man who looked exactly like the 
evil mage she'd killed. Twins were the worst, she decided. Thisbe and Fifer. 
Alex and Aaron. And especially Marcus and Justine. 

“Or perhaps you still feel a tiny bit of warmth in your heart for the 
friendship we had,” Thisbe said. Florence gave her a side-eye that went 
unnoticed, and Simber turned sharply, then relaxed. 

“Maybe she’s afraid all of the seven islands will descend upon her if they 
find out she’s taken us out,” said Florence. “Pm quite sure they would come 
after you eventually. And they are a powerful lot. They could do you in.” 

“But she'd be dead by then, anyway, remember?” Fifer said, pointing to her 
neck and making a face. 

“Tm not dying!” the Revinir screeched. The screech ended in a hacking 
cough that implied quite the opposite. 

With the Revinir bent over gasping and unable to signal her army of 
humans and dragons, Fifer saw the chance she'd been waiting for. She lifted 
her hands and shouted, “Everyone move!” Immediately swarms of people came 
up over the hills and out of the forest, throwing spells and spears, not at the 
Revinir herself, but at her soldiers. The first wave had them laying down 
soldiers in the streets. 

Confusion overtook the ones who remained standing, but they continued 
forward, not knowing instinctively what they were supposed to do and 
waiting for a command to halt them. The Revinir’s eyes widened mid-cough— 
she realized what was happening but couldn’t stop coughing. She took flight, 
moving erratically. 

Thisbe took aim with her obliterate spell, muttering to herself that she 
needed to take the first good shot. But the Revinir’s movements weren't 


trackable. She was clearly flying that way on purpose and moving quickly out 
of range. If Thisbe threw and missed, the spell could land in a group of their 
own people. 

Stay strong, Dev had reminded her, and his words rang in her ears. But this 
wasn't Thisbe being weak or protecting the dragon-woman, was it? She was 
protecting innocent people under the Revinir’s control. That was a noble thing 
to do. With a frustrated noise, Thisbe put the obliterate spell away for a while. 
It gave her a slight bit of relief to do so, but she knew she'd have another 
chance later, surely. It wasn’t going to be fun. But it was necessary. She had to 
keep telling herself that. 

“Now, Asha!” Florence called out in the direction of the hills. 

Seconds later, as the forest team sent another line of soldiers down with 
magical components, the mass of ghost dragons erupted from the crater lake 
area, right on cue, as if they’d all remembered what to do. They headed 
straight for the Revinir’s dragons to press them back and keep them from 
attacking the humans once the Revinir could finally roar out an order to 
them. 

Eventually, when she stopped coughing, the Revinir managed a shout of 
command, despite the pain that was clear on her face. Then the dragon- 
woman turned sharply in the air. She flew over the hills toward the crater lake 
to get out of range of every possible thing her enemies could throw at her. 
“You can’t follow me down here!” she cackled, then coughed again. 

“Excellent work, everyone!” Fifer praised as she ran after her. Simber 
galloped alongside Fifer. Leaving Florence in the square to look after the forest 
team as they went up against the rest of the Revinir’s entire army, the 
remaining ones dispersed. 

Rohan split off from Thisbe and ran to the center of the square to bring up 
the elevator. Fifer, Thisbe, and Aaron hopped onto Simber’s back. Pan, Ivis, 
Yarbeck, and Hux soared up from their hiding spot behind the cliff, spraying 
fire at the Revinir before coming to land on the peak of the hill. Hux, with the 
squad of drop bears on his back, flew over the Revinir’s soldiers and gave the 
signal to his riders. The adorable but deadly gray bears joyfully dropped from 
Hux’s back onto the unsuspecting army, causing mass chaos. 

The teams of leaders, black-eyed humans, top spell casters, and traditional 
fighters who'd been hiding behind the hill rushed up over it. Most climbed 


onto the backs of the three remaining friendly dragons, and Rohan joined one 


of them. Simber took off with the three Stowes aboard and set out after the 
dragon-woman. Hux returned to pick up the remaining fighters, and he and 
his mother and siblings chased after Simber. 

After Rohan raised the elevator, six Artiméan mages from the forest team 
snuck through the crowd to it. They went inside and maneuvered it down and 
stationed themselves there, ready to take out the crypt keeper if they saw him. 
Then they sent the elevator back up so Florence could stack frozen soldiers 
inside and send them down. Once she did, the catacombs team placed them 
inside a crypt and directed the elevator back up for the next stack. 

High above the lake, the Revinir finally regained enough of her senses to let 
out a stuttering roar to the mind-controlled dragons. Thisbe, Rohan, and the 
rest of the ones who'd ingested dragon-bone broth winced as the sound tore 
through them, triggering the images and urging them to join her side. They 
fought through it and continued on. Fifer urged Simber to sneak around the 
Revinir during this distraction and get ahead of her. 

All around them, Pan, Hux, Ivis, and Yarbeck, with their riders, completed 
a circle in the air with the Revinir in the middle and slightly below, so they 
could pressure her downward toward the water. She’d have to make a bold, 
unexpected move to be able to break through, but she was outnumbered, at 
least for now. 

Her mind-controlled dragons were being held back by ghost dragons. Her 
soldiers were being attacked by drop bears and frozen by mage spells. The 
enemy army would have to tire her out. Their fire didn’t harm her, and all but 
Thisbe’s obliterate spell was useless against her. The Revinir’s injury would 
help them, but they didn’t know how long she would be able to stay airborne 
—it could be a very long time. 

The Revinir roared in anger and frustration as she realized what they were 
trying to do. “You won’t wear me down!” she shouted, her voice raspy. She 
moved forward, sideways, and back, constantly darting to stay close to one of 
the friendly dragons and away from Simber, knowing that Thisbe still had the 
one spell that would end it all. And also knowing Thisbe wouldn't use it unless 
she had a perfect shot. Her darting about made it impossible for them to use 
spears against her too—there was no way to aim it up a nostril like they'd done 
with the red dragons. And any spear thrown that missed went spiraling down 
into the center of the lake, virtually irretrievable. 


As the Revinir roared again for her mind-controlled dragons, who were 
still stuck behind the wall of ghost dragons, the volcano in the center of the 
water shook, then plunged under the water and disappeared, sucking 
thousands of gallons along with it. 

“Hmm,” said Fifer to her siblings and Simber. “All right, then.” The three 
knew how unpredictable the volcanos were. Thankfully Florence and their 
team had also allowed for that. “Put plan B in place, Aaron.” Aaron took out a 
send component, wrote something quickly, and sent it soaring off to the east. 





A Sacrifice 


Dev, Seth, and Fox flew swiftly on Arabis’s back. It didn’t matter now if any of 
the mind-controlled dragons saw Arabis flying the wrong way and snitched on 
her. They were going to be occupied for the next little while and hopefully 
detained by the ghost dragons, so they couldn’t get to the Revinir anyway. 
Thus it was highly doubtful anything would be done to stop the orange dragon 
from breaking ranks. She flew freely, taking the most direct route over the 
village and hills and meadowland, with the castle in sight, stretching up to the 
sky atop its needle-shaped point of rocky land. 

Fox chatted along the way, mostly to himself. “Why do you suppose she 
picked me?” and “Wait until Kitten hears about this.” 

Dev and Seth were nervous about their task, but excited as well. Both of 
them had been able to relate to Drock in different ways. Seth had bonded with 
the dragon over their mutual bouts of anxiety and panic attacks, back when he 
was trying to free the dragon. Dev and Drock had both been alone against the 
world at the moment Drock caught him after he was thrown from the 
window. 

The two boys shared their painful stories with each other, going into more 
detail than ever before. And even though each knew the general gist of the 


other’s tale, going deep with expressing how they'd felt in their darkest 
moments really made them trust and appreciate each other on a new level. Fox 
shed a quiet tear while listening, and soon he, too, felt like hed had a special 
connection with the dark purple dragon, even though he hadnt. 

Before Fox had a chance to tell his story of how he and Drock were very 
close to being best friends, Dev pointed out a group of about ten soldiers on 
the road ahead of them. “That’s what we're up against,” Dev said. They were the 
soldiers that the Revinir had sent to kill Drock. 

“Should we stop them? For good?” asked Seth. 

Dev winced. “They’re under the Revinir’s control. I don’t want to hurt 
anyone who might not have done this if they were in their right mind.” 

Seth nodded. “Good call. But if they attack us, Pm not holding back.” 

As they neared the castle, Arabis overtook the Revinir’s group on the 
ground. Seth, Dev, Fox, and Arabis wouldn’t have much time inside before the 
soldiers would get to them, but they had some, which was better than none. 
Certainly, though, with Arabis and the two young men there, it wouldn’t be 
too difficult to keep them from meddling. They weren’t sure how many people 
were still guarding the castle, though. The unknown was making Seth nervous. 

Arabis glided straight into the grand entrance of the castle and came to a 
stop on the malachite floor. The huge room was ornate, and empty of people. 
Had the Revinir left her entire castle unguarded? That seemed a bit... naive. 
Dev, Fox, and Seth slid off Arabis’s back. “Arabis, you lead with Dev and Fox,” 
said Seth. “TIl cover us from behind.” 

The group turned the corner at the rear of the entry room and entered the 
downward-sloping hallway that wound around, leading to the dungeon. Both 
boys felt a wave of nausea as they did so. They’d spent too much time down 
here—Dev feeding prisoners for as long as he could remember, and Seth 
attaching new wings to the captive dragons and doing exactly what they'd 
come down here to do today—free Drock. In fact, Seth’s anxiety was hitting 
him hard right now, being in this place with such horrible memories, but 
knowing Drock was down here too somehow gave Seth the ability to continue. 
It had taken that understanding between them for Seth to successfully calm 
Drock enough to attach his new magical wings and free him. He was hoping 
they could help each other again. 

“Drock has really changed so much since the last time he was down here,” 
Dev said to Arabis as they traveled down the slope. “He’s become such a 


steadying force. You won't believe it.” 

“I look forward to seeing my brother no matter how he has changed,” said 
Arabis. 

“I wasn’t exaggerating when I told you he saved my life,” Dev said from up 
front, even though he'd already told them both. “He was watching what the 
Revinir was doing. Flying around the tower, knowing what she was like, and 
what she might do. Drock caught me in free fall. He risked his own life to take 
me to safety in the cavelands.” Dev peered around a curve in the hallway and 
held his hand up for silence. With the area clear, he proceeded and continued 
the tale. “For the first time in my life I felt like someone cared about me.” 

“I didn’t know all of that,” Arabis said softly. 

“Drock has always been my favorite color,” Fox piped up. “Yellow,” he added 
proudly to prove he knew his colors. 

Seth chuckled softly and didn’t correct the small statue as he walked 
backward, following Arabis. He listened intently for the sounds of anyone 
coming and was ready to freeze them. Or he'd strike them with a heart attack 
spell if they were aggressive enough. There was no sound at all from behind 
them, but they could hear distinct banging in front of them, coming from the 
dragon stalls. Arabis craned her neck around the corner and saw her brother 
tied up and muzzled as hed been back when they were all held captive. 

“No guards down here,” Arabis said as she thundered forward. “Drock! It’s 
Arabis!” 

A violent crash was the answer, and once Seth could get around Arabis to 
see what was going on, he ran to join Dev in front of what used to be Arabis’s 
stall. Drock was tethered inside tightly and muzzled. He had no food or water. 
The sides of the stall were cracked, as if Drock had repeatedly thrown his back 
end into them. But even if he could manage to knock down the walls, the 
muzzle, attached to the ceiling, held his face pointed upward and his neck 
stuck in place. It kept him from hitting the sides hard enough to make much 
progress. But he was trying with all his might. 

“Drock!” Dev cried. “We're going to get you out of here!” 

“Drock,” Seth said in a calm voice, climbing up the ladder that was built in 
between the stalls. “Great news. Your mother and siblings are no longer under 
the Revinir’s spell. We found a way to break it. So Arabis is here with us. And 
she’s back to normal. Isn’t that great?” 


“I am also here,” said Fox, dodging Arabis’s powerful tail. “Your friend Fox. 
Remember?” 

“They have him strung up so tightly,” Arabis said in a worried voice. “Can 
you hold still, brother? So the humans can free you?” 

Drock trembled, but he couldn’t stay still. 

Seth climbed up higher and nearly got thrown when Drock slammed into 
the wall again. “Careful, there,” he said, holding tightly and continuing to 
climb all the way to the top. He leaned toward Drock’s head so the dragon 
could see him. “Hi,” he said softly. “Remember me?” 

Drock’s body seemed out of control, and he slammed the wall again. Seth 
lost his grip and slipped off the ladder. He hit the top of the wall and, with a 
cry, fell headfirst toward the floor. 

“Seth!” Dev cried. 

Arabis coiled her tail and stuck it out below Seth just in time to soften his 
fall. 

“Whoa,” said Seth, getting to his feet. He took a deep breath and blew it 
out. “Okay, let’s try this again.” After a moment he climbed back up. This time 
Arabis kept her tail coiled around his waist, just in case. 

“Drock,” Seth said from the top of the ladder. “Take a few deep breaths if 
you can. I know it’s hard. Just breathe. Remember? We did that together 
before.” 

“He’s traumatized,” said Dev. “Being down here again is a nightmare for 
him.” 

“It’s not great for me, either,” Arabis said anxiously, “and I’m completely 
free.” 

“Tm doing just okay,” said Fox, sniffing around. 

“Come up here with me,” Seth said. 

“Who, me?” said Fox, looking up. 

“No, sorry—I meant Dev. Can you?” Seth slung his leg over the top of one 
side of the stall and hung on to the ladder to make room for Dev. 

Dev set his weapons down and climbed up. He leaned over as Seth had 
done so that Drock could see and smell him properly. “Hi, Drock,” he said. “It’s 
Dev here. Remember how you saved my life? Well, we’re here to save yours 
now.” Dev noticed that the dragon’s nose was cracked and dry and his skin was 
more wrinkled than usual. “Arabis, can you find a way to give Drock some 
water?” 


Arabis released her tail from around Seth’s waist and went to the far corner 
of the room, to the well that was used for dragons and prisoners. She sucked 
some water into her mouth, then returned and lifted her head up to where 
Drock’s was. Her snout could just barely reach his. She let a bit of liquid 
dribble over Drock’s nose and soak in. Then a little more. 

Drock seemed to calm slightly, though Dev and Seth still had to steady 
themselves for the occasional slam against the side. The two young men 
soothed the dragon that had meant so much to them at different times in their 
lives. 

“Keep it coming slowly,” Dev told Arabis. He stroked Drock’s neck between 
the chains. “There. Stay steady. Youre doing great. We're going to get you out 
of here.” Dev glanced at Seth. “Seth is going to climb up and try to get the 
muzzle off you so you can breathe better and talk. Then we'll take the tethers 
off your neck, and we'll work our way down. It won't take long if you can hold 
still.” 

Drock trembled, but he tried not to buck at the walls. 

“Ready, everyone?” Dev said. “Go ahead, Seth.” 

Seth climbed carefully until he was standing on top of the wall. He used 
the ceiling to steady himself as he walked, and Arabis kept her tail at the 
ready. “Stay still, Drock,” he said. “We made it through this last time, and we 
can do it again. We've got some soldiers on our tail, so were going to try to 
hurry, okay?” 

Dev looked up sharply at the hallway, having almost forgotten there were 
soldiers coming. “Fox,” said Dev calmly, “will you go up the ramp and have a 
sniff around to see if anyone’s approaching?” 

Fox pranced over to the ramp, happy to have a job assigned to him. He 
started up the ramp hesitantly, sniffing and taking a few steps, then sniffing 
again and running a good distance. He put his nose to the ground and ran 
around the first curve, and then he stopped at the sound of boots and froze. 


“They’re coming!” he whispered, but no one heard him. 
As Seth reached up to place his hand around the muzzle so he could 


the little 


1 


dissipate it, Fox came tearing down the ramp. “Iheyre coming 
statue whispered again. 

Arabis turned sharply away, ready to attack, which set Drock bucking 
against his chains again, knocking Seth off the top of the wall for a second 
time. Seth hung on tightly to the muzzle and swung as Drock squealed in pain 


from the extra pressure. Arabis turned back to try to help, and Dev stood 
helpless, his weapons on the floor. 

“Get them, Fox!” cried Dev. “Get the soldiers!” 

Fox stood still for a moment, his mouth slack and tongue out. Then he 
charged wildly and leaped at the first soldier, sinking his claws into the man’s 
chest and yipping like mad. 

The man, startled, began flailing to get the thing away from him and set off 
a mass confusion behind him. He slapped at Fox. Fox clamped down hard on 
the man’s chin and growled. The soldier finally grabbed the creature. He 
yanked Fox’s claws out of his chest and his mouth from around his chin, and 
flung the carved-driftwood animal hard against the dungeon wall. Fox broke 
in half and slid to the ground, immediately turning gray and lifeless. 





Dissipate 


While still dangling precariously from Drock’s muzzle, Seth shouted at the 
sight of Fox breaking in two. With his free hand he swiftly dealt three heart 
attack spells at the man who'd done it, dropping him dead. Dev stared, frozen 
in place. Arabis swung her neck around and flamed the rest of the soldiers, 
knocking them flat and leaving a few running for their lives back up the ramp. 

Seth’s hand began to slip, and he frantically kicked out, trying to catch the 
wall with his foot. “Help me!” he yelled while Drock continued to wail in pain. 
“Arabis, lift me up a little!” Drock began bucking again, and Dev leaned over 
and tried to hold Seth up a bit to take some of the pressure off. 

Arabis returned and grabbed the back of Seth’s vest in her mouth, lifting 
him slightly and trying not to stab him with her teeth. Then Seth, hanging on 
to the muzzle but being extremely careful not to touch any part of Drock, 
took a deep breath, concentrating. Trying to calm down so that Drock would 
calm down too. 

“That's it.” Dev soothed the dragon. “Stay still now. This piece-of-junk 
muzzle is coming off in just a second.” 

Seth, sensing a quiet moment, whispered, “Dissipate.” And the whole 
muzzle disappeared into thin air. Drock let out a roar and slammed his body 
around. 


“Get his neck chains!” cried Dev, and then, in a moment of recklessness, 
Dev leaped onto the base of Drock’s neck. He held on tightly with his arms 
and legs, stroking the dragon’s neck with his hands, and kept talking in 
soothing tones. “You saved me when the Revinir threw me out the window, 
Drock,” he said. “You carried me to safety in the cavelands. And you stayed 
with me. You told me that I’m worth saving, and I’m here to tell you that you 
are worth saving too.” He paused for a breath and noted that the dragon 
seemed to have calmed a bit. So he continued talking, not always sure what he 
was saying but knowing the tone of his voice was the most important. “You're 
worth saving. Every single one of us, no matter what anybody tells us, is worth 
saving. Especially you. You have been the hero of all dragons, Drock. You've 
worked tirelessly to try to bring this land back when all was lost. You never 
gave up, even when everything was so bleak. Even when your own mother and 
siblings didn’t recognize you. And now we're going to get you out of here so 
you can continue your brave work. Because I have to tell you something: 
Things are looking up. Your sisters and brother and your mother are all back 
with us, in their own minds. And the rest of the dragons will be soon. I believe 
it, and Seth believes it too, don’t you, Seth?” 

“Dev’s right, Drock,” Seth said smoothly as he secured his grip on the next 
chain and waited for the right moment to dissipate it. “Things are going 
poorly for the Revinir for the first time ever. She’s already been injured, and 
we need your help to finish her. Can you stay still so I can take off these chains 
around your neck?” 

Drock groaned, reminding them how hard it was for him. Dev and Seth 
comforted the dragon, with Arabis doing everything she could to help talk 
Drock through this procedure. Finally he settled. The boys exchanged a 
relieved glance. Seth held on to the looser of the remaining chains and 
repeated the dissipate spell, then swiftly moved to the final one. 

When he was freed, Drock bent his stiff neck all the way to the floor. He 
coughed and snorted and hummed a sorrowful noise. Tears filled his eyes, and 
his whole body shook. 

After a while, with everyone else remaining still, Drock’s breath evened out. 

“Deep slow breaths if you can,” said Seth. “Youre going to be okay. Just a 
few more chains around your legs and tail and we'll blast this door down.” 

Arabis touched noses with Drock, and that seemed to calm him further. 
“We're almost there, brother,” she said. “Stay with me.” 


Soon enough Drock was free. Arabis torched the door until it dropped off, 
in flames. The dragons stomped it out, and everyone exited the stall safely. 

Seth, who was exhausted after doing the very intense dissipate spell 
multiple times, went over to Fox and picked up his front and back halves. “I 
don’t know how to fix him,” said Seth, “but a few others do. Aaron or Fifer 
should be able to. Fox really helped us out after all, didn’t he?” 

“I knew he'd have a good nose,” Arabis said. “He did well.” 

Dev nodded and petted the frozen fox’s head. His fur had turned back to 
driftwood during this broken time, and the grayness made the poor little fox 
look like there was no way he’d ever been alive at all. 

‘They were starting to push the soldiers’ bodies out of the way so they could 
hurry back to the battle when they heard a clanging sound coming through 
the hallway that led to the prison cages. 

Seth’s eyes widened. “What was that?” 

Dev stopped and listened. “There are still prisoners down here.” Without 
consulting the others, he moved to the doorway and peered into the darkness. 
“Hello!” he shouted. “Is anyone alive down here?” 

A few weak, desperate, ragged voices answered. 

Dev gripped his head, feeling terrible. These people had been abandoned. 
Left for dead. He dropped his hands and turned to Seth, Arabis, and Drock. 
“Hey, Seth,” he said, “is there any chance you can use that dissipate spell a few 
more times before we go?” 





A Familiar Stranger 


Arabis and Drock couldn't ft through the doorway to the dungeon that held 
the human prisoners, so they headed outside, carrying Fox’s broken body. 
Drock needed some fresh air, and the dragons could stand watch in case 
anyone else came back. They stationed themselves at the entrance so nobody 
else could go after Dev and Seth while they freed the remaining prisoners. 

Inside, Dev led Seth through the intricate passageways of the dungeon he 
knew so well. As they maneuvered their way in the dark, Seth lit some of the 
torches on the walls with origami fire-breathing dragons so they could see 
better. The two checked every cell looking for anyone who was still alive. 
Sadly, some had perished from the smoke back when Maiven had been 
rescued. Others had died of starvation or ill treatment once the Revinir took 
over—she clearly hadn’t done much to care for the prisoners. They'd been 
forgotten. 

Dev’s blood ran cold. “I don’t think anybody replaced me,” he said, glancing 
back, as he agonized over the deaths of the people he'd served food to for 
years. He hardly knew anything about them—yet they were in his life every 
day. “These people have been brutalized and neglected!” He felt angry tears 
welling up in his eyes. After all they'd been through, after all the suffering 


they'd experienced, how could Dev not feel empathy for each one of these 
people he'd served? They were a lot like him, only much worse off. At least Dev 
had been free to move about. “It’s making me sick.” 

“Me too,” Seth muttered. Was there no end to the horrid deeds of the 
Revinir? He followed closely behind Dev. Seth was ready with components in 
case anyone was hiding down here to jump them. He knew well enough by 
now that nothing was ever safe in this place... or anywhere, lately. Would 
things ever get back to normal? 

Seth had come a long way since his first trip here with Thisbe and Fifer on 
the back of Hux the ice-blue dragon. He remembered all of the strife they’d 
been through. Crossing the gorge and nearly falling into it ranked up there on 
the panic charts—Seth had thankfully fainted during the worst of it. And 
nearly failing to save the dragons had been enough to make Seth never want to 
come back here again. Yet... he'd done it. And he’d watched Alex die. Just the 
other day hed watched over Ishibashi’s body. It was almost too much, yet 
there was nothing he could do to stop this. Only fighting together, everyone 
giving their all, would get them through it. 

Seth shook his head. This had become a terrible place to visit, yet he 
couldn’t seem to stay away. It made him more determined than ever to help 
take down the Revinir so that they could all go home and hang out in the 
lounge and talk to friends and try to find their normal lives again. But had it 
all changed permanently? Was there no going back to the way things were? 

He thought about his friends. Would Thisbe stay here? Fifer would go 
home, wouldn't she? She was the head mage, after all, but she had black eyes 
too, so would she want to stay in the land of the dragons? He hoped not— 
Artimė needed her. But what about Dev? It seemed like there was definitely 
something going on between those two. Something that made Seth feel 
unsettled. 

If Seth was being honest with himself, he'd actually thought that Fifer sort 
of liked him for a while. She'd wanted to dance with him at the masquerade 
ball, but then she'd acted like she didn’t really like him after that... which 
might have been his fault, he thought ruefully. He’d surmised after a lifetime 
of hanging around with the twins that Fifer just didn’t like hugs or touching, 
and that was okay with him. But she didn’t seem to have that same rule with 
Dev. He'd seen her touch his arm, entwine her pinkie with his. Hold his hand. 
That was not the Fifer he knew. But if she felt something for Dev? That was 


cool with Seth. He and Thisbe and Fifer had started off on a rocky 
relationship with Dev, but Seth had seen the way Dev had been with Drock. 
And he felt sure that the former slave had the very best things inside him. 

Seth had someone different popping into his mind lately, anyway. The 
black-eyed girl he'd gotten to know a bit during their time in Artimé... the 
one who'd told him to stay safe. Was there something there? 

“There’s someone here!” cried Dev, jolting Seth back to reality. 

Dev spoke to a woman in the common language, too rapidly for Seth to 
understand. Seth hurriedly dissipated the woman’s shackles, and they helped 
her up. Dev draped her arm over his shoulders to assist her in walking, and 
they continued searching for survivors. They came across a few more, and they 
started to wonder how they were going to help them all. 

“Tve got a component for that,” Seth said. He pulled out a wadded-up 
bunch of moss and separated it into pieces. Then he cast them to make magic 
carpets and sent the freed, ailing prisoners to the base of the sloping hallway 
by the dragon stalls to wait. 


HPK 


After freeing two others, Dev turned down the last corridor and nearly 
tripped over someone. It wasnt a prisoner—just a man sitting on the damp 
floor, looking despondent. 

“Hello?” Dev said uncertainly—it could be a soldier, but he wasn’t wearing 
a uniform. When the man didn’t respond, Dev bent down. “Are you... alive?” 

“I am alive,” the man said in a familiar voice. “I’m... fine.” 

Dev took a closer look. “Mangrel?” he said, incredulous. “What are you 
doing way over here?” 

The crypt keeper hung his head. “I ran away from the catacombs yesterday. 
I can’t be there anymore, all alone, day after day. Just me and a million bones. 
And then the Revinir sent a message that I had to report to the castle 
drawbridge to fight with her against all of you, and I just... I couldn’t do that. 
So I went as far as I could go until I collapsed of exhaustion, and I... I guess I 
fell asleep here.” 

Dev was deeply puzzled. “Why in the world didn’t you just take the elevator 
to the square and get out that way?” 


The old man was quiet for a moment. “I haven’t spent much time outdoors 
in a really long time. I go up in the elevator but come right back down again. 
Underground feels safer to me when I’m alone. But this dungeon... this place is 
horrible too. Even worse than bones.” 

Dev signaled for Seth to go ahead and check the remaining cells while he 
talked to Mangrel. “Listen, the war that the Revinir has been threatening has 
started. The people from the Seven Islands have come to help us. We're all 
trying to remove the Revinir from power and restore the land of the dragons 
to its rightful rulership. And we could use your help with rescuing these 
prisoners. They’re malnourished and weak.” He gave Mangrel a sharp look. 
“And, well, you kind of owe us all one, you know?” 

Mangrel looked up at Dev and nodded. He eased to his feet. “I do. I know 
it. I'm glad to help you. Maybe... maybe that’s all I need.” He was quiet. “Thisbe 
really got to me.” 

Dev narrowed his eyes. Was Mangrel about to do something right for a 
change? 

“It’s been gnawing at me since you all escaped,” Mangrel admitted. “I’ve had 
a lot of time to think about what she said.” 

Stranger things had happened. “Let’s go, then,” said Dev. “We've got no time 
to waste.” 

Seth returned with the last prisoner, an old man who was grumbling as 
Seth tried to help him walk, fighting him off and insisting on doing it himself. 
As they were near the exit on the other side of the castle by now, the four of 
them took the shortcut by going up the stairs to the giant entrance. They 
crossed over to the ramp side of the castle that would lead them back down to 
where the other prisoners were waiting for them. As they stepped into the 
dazzling light and paused to let their eyes get used to it, the old prisoner 
grumbled again and yanked his arm away when Seth tried to steady him. 
Mangrel turned sharply at the man’s voice. He took in a breath. And then he 
whispered, “Ashguard? Is it really you?” 





About a Boy 


Dev gasped and stumbled backward, bumping against the wall of the castle 
entryway and gripping it as if he were about to fall. Ashguard? The curmudgeon? 
Dev had never known the man’s name—he’d been the grumpy one who 
wouldn’t even speak to Dev when he'd brought him his food. But was it true 
that all this time the man whose palace Dev had claimed, and then reluctantly 
unclaimed because it appeared to belong to Asha, had been on Dev’s daily 
food delivery route? Was there any shred of hope that he was still somehow 
kin? Maybe a great-uncle or a very distant cousin... anything would be better 
than nothing—which is what Dev had experienced his entire life. Maybe there 
would be some way to find out. Dev was grasping. But it was all he had to 
hang on to. 

Seth ran over to Dev, thinking hed gone faint with all the strenuous 
activity after his recent injuries. But Dev waved him off and stood on his own. 
“Tm just winded,” he said. He watched the old man carefully to see what else 
he would say and scanned his face. Would he admit to being this person? And 
did Dev look like him, even a little bit? The man was so ragged and dirty, it 
was hard to tell. Dev could see his black eyes shining with unshed tears, and 
his expression violently trying to fight off his emotions after being freed. 


The prisoner coughed. “Aye, ‘tis me,” he said grumpily. “Though I can’t 
imagine anyone would recognize this mess. Blasted king had me chained up 
these past many years. Barely survived the fire, thanks to being on the far end 
of the dungeon.” He looked up. “Who are you, then? Do I know you?” 

Mangrel knelt, his hands trembling. “Sir, it’s your servant. It’s—” 

“Why, so it is!” the man bellowed. “Mangrel. I'd never forget you. Why are 
you looking so sickly? Get up. Off your knee—I’m nothing to be bowed over!” 

“I—I—” Mangrel seemed unsure how to answer. “It’s a long story,” he said. 
“And not interesting. Besides, we're at war. These boys are trustworthy. We 
must go now and get the other prisoners out of here.” 

“Anyone who has freed me is dependable in my book.” 

“Right,” said Dev, tongue-tied to be in the presence of this legend. “Good.” 
The man hadn't seemed to recognize him as the food deliverer, which left Dev 
with a bit of a hole in his chest. But it had always been dark down there, so it 
made sense. He brushed it away and went with Seth toward the ramp. 
Mangrel, feeling indecisive, took a few steps after them. 

Dev saw him coming and motioned him to keep following. “Come help us, 
Mangrel. You stay here, um, Ashguard,” he called as they rounded the corner 
to the ramp. It felt strange to say his name aloud. “We'll be back shortly. If you 
need anything, there are two friendly dragons out front.” 

“Aye,” said Ashguard grumpily. “I’m fine to wait. I've waited years. A few 
more minutes is nothing.” 

“Great.” Seth went first, ready in case any hidden soldiers had emerged— 
one could never be too sure. But this time there were only the prisoners they'd 
rescued. They'd helped themselves to water from the well. One was peering 
anxiously into the prisoner area, expecting Seth and Dev to come from that 
direction. 

“All right, then!” Dev announced. “Let’s get you all out of here, once and for 
all.” 

“Who are you?” one of them asked. 

Dev was taken aback once more. “I’m... Dev. Nobody anyone would know.” 

“I recognize you,” said another. “You're the one who stopped coming with 
food.” 

Dev’s face showed how shattered his heart felt. Seth saw it and jumped in 
to explain to the prisoners that Dev had also been taken prisoner by the 
Revinir, and that she was to blame for their ill treatment. 


Mangrel helped the boys carry the prisoners up the ramp. They let them 
down to rest near Ashguard. When they were all accounted for, Seth ran out 
to tell Arabis and Drock what was happening. Arabis came into the entryway 
to pick them all up while Dev quickly raided the castle kitchen for food and 
water. Finally they were all on their way back to the action, with Seth and Dev 
worrying privately about what they were going to do with their surprise group 
of guests to keep them safe. 

“There’s always the cave by the lake,” Seth said. “The hospital ward will be 
set up there.” 

“Kaylee and Sean should be able to assist them,” Dev agreed. “That’s the best 
plan, I think.” 

“Pll let Sean know were coming with visitors so they can be ready.” Seth 
penned a send spell and sent it off. 

“Hey, Seth?” Dev said as they watched the message go. 

“Yeah?” 

“Thanks for having my back.” 


Seth flashed an understanding grin. “Same to you.” 


» » « 


Along the way, Dev gave the newcomers a quick rundown of everything that 
had occurred since the Revinir took over the castle. Then Seth detailed what 
the people from the seven islands were doing to try to bring the proper leaders 
back to the world. For many of them, this was a lot of new information. Dev 
couldn’t stop staring at Ashguard, trying to gauge how he was taking the news. 

With guilt weighing on him, Dev interrupted. “I— Sir, w-we’ve been using 
your abandoned palace as a home base,” he stammered. “There’s been quite a 
lot of damage to it. Not from us—from the weather and from dragons and... 
well, mostly dragons.” He searched the curmudgeon’s face anxiously to see if he 
would blow up in anger. Then, before he could, Dev added, “Oh! And your 
granddaughter Asha is alive and fighting with us. She’s quite good at magic, 
too. You know... Asha... I presume? You remember her? She remembers you.” 

The man’s face changed from grumpy to incredulous, and then tearful. 
“Asha,” he whispered. “Alive and well? Pm shocked. Are you sure?” 

“Yes, she’s well, and she speaks fondly of you.” 


‘The man’s eyes glistened again, and he buried his face in his hands for a 
long moment before looking up. “And did they ever find her brother?” 

Seth and Dev looked at each other. “I don’t know anything about that,” said 
Dev. 

“She mentioned something briefly about a sibling once in Artime,” said 
Seth. “I believe he’s dead... or... I don’t really know. But it didn’t seem... 
positive.” 

The man sighed. “That is what we all thought—Asha wouldn't remember 
him, which perhaps has spared her some pain. When Asha was sold at auction 
and my daughter killed, I went into hiding. But the king’s people found me. 
They ravaged my palace and village and took me and so many of my villagers 
to the dungeon.” 

“Indeed,” said one of the others. “I am one of them, sir.” 

Ashguard gazed at her with sorrow etched in his face. “I am sorry I didn’t 
protect you better,” he said. All traces of grumpiness had dissipated for the 
moment. 

“The king spared me from the dungeon,” said Mangrel, “but he assigned me 
to the catacombs to assist the Revinir. That’s where I’ve been all this time.” 

“Stuck underground, like me,” said Ashguard. “Only a few miles away, 
connected by tunnels. A different world, wasn’t it?” 

The crypt keeper nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

Ashguard turned to Dev. “Who else among our people is alive? Anyone?” 

Dev listed the black-eyed children, but the man didn’t recognize any of 
their names. “And Maiven Taveer,” said Dev. “She’s—oh. You know her, of 
course.” 

“Maiven?” said Ashguard. “Our dear queen? I can’t believe it!” 

“Yes,” said Seth. “We found her in the dungeon some time ago. We were 
able to get her out during the fire. Thisbe had a vision about her that led us to 
go after her. And it turns out that Thisbe, who is partly responsible for these 
battle efforts, and her twin sister, Fifer, who is the ruler of an island called 
Artimé across the gorge, are Maiven’s granddaughters.” 

“Literally unreal,” murmured the man. “This news has certainly lifted my 
spirits.” He took a breath and let it out, and he seemed to straighten up a bit. 
“Well, I look forward to seeing my old friend Maiven again.” 

“We have some work to do before the reunions can happen,” said Seth, 
watching the war scene slowly appear in front of them as they closed in on the 


village and square. Mages were freezing soldiers, and Florence was hoisting 
them into the elevator. “Looks like things are under control up here, at least.” 
He called to Arabis. “Can you please bring us down to the cave where Sky, 
Thisbe, and Rohan lived, near the lakeshore? That’s a safe place for our new 
friends to rest. You should see familiar Artiméans down there waiting to take 
in our patients.” 

“I will do exactly that,” said Arabis. 

“And, Drock,” Dev called, “are you feeling better?” 

“Tm doing all right now, thanks to you,” said Drock. “Traumatized. But 
feeling much more like myself now that I’m free. I’m thrilled about the news of 
my family, and ready to end this dictatorship once and for all. And burn down 
that godforsaken castle. If I never go back there, it will be too soon.” 

Ashguard seemed aghast at what was happening to the dragons. But other 
shocking things were taking place in front of them. The ghost dragons had 
formed a wall in the sky to keep the rest of the mind-controlled dragons away 
from the fight. And when he could see the strange living statue they called 
Florence and her team of magicians shoveling frozen bodies into the elevator, 
the curmudgeon didn’t know what to think, other than that he’d missed a lot 
being locked up for years. He was clearly out of his league when it came to 
fighting styles. 

Drock broke off from the group and, carrying Fox’s halves, went down to 
the square to check in with Florence while Arabis swooped down to deliver 
the rescued prisoners to safety in the cave by the lake. 

While Arabis carefully maneuvered to land in the small space at the edge of 
the water, everyone with her was staring at the sky above the lake. The circle 
of dragons and Simber slowly closed in and pressed the injured Revinir lower 
over the water she so feared. 

But Thisbe, riding on Simber’s back with Aaron and Fifer, watched the 
cornered dragon-woman dart around in an attempt to stay alert and alive. The 
memory of her conversation with Maiven returned to her, and this time 
something stood out. They'd talked about how Samheed wasn’t evil despite 
writing about evil villains in his plays and musicals, but they hadn’t mentioned 
the one person in their party who'd done the most horrible, evil things in real 
life. 

Thisbe turned and glanced behind her at the complicated mess that was her 
brother Aaron; then she studied the Revinir again. The unsettled feeling inside 


her grew exponentially. After a moment of thoughtfulness, she pushed the 
obliterate spell deep inside her pocket and whispered a spell to lock it in place. 





The Crater Lake 


lhe Heo he Revinies-sel dia kept marching up the road toward Florence in 
the Dragonsmarche square, for the Revinir hadn't told them to stop. As the 
soldiers progressed, Florence and the forest crew of mages continued to freeze, 
capture, and transport them to the catacombs. The crew down there filled up 
the various crypts and locked them when they were full. Then they went back 
for more until the elevator was starting to groan from so much use. 

Astrid, Gorgrun, Quince, and the rest of the ghost dragons were the saviors 
of Florence and her team, and they made this task very successful, for they 
unceasingly got in the way of the mind-controlled dragons so that they were 
rendered useless. The Revinir’s dragons became combative whenever she 
roared for them to help her, and they fought hard against the ghost dragons, 
but the huge ghostly creatures were a tough match since they were incapable 
of being injured. As long as Florence reminded them what they were supposed 
to be doing, everything went according to plan. 

But Fifer, Thisbe, Aaron, and the rest were in a stalemate with the Revinir 
over the lake. Dozens of Artiméans, led by Ms. Octavia, lined the shore all the 
way around, and some of the people stationed themselves on rafts in the water 
in case someone got knocked off their dragon and needed rescuing. The 


volcano stayed down. Pan, Ivis, Yarbeck, Hux, and Simber kept the pressure 
on the Revinir, trying to drive her down to the water—to the place they knew 
she didn’t want to go. 

A suffocating sense of dread had washed over the dragon-woman when she 
figured out what they were doing, and the shock at the sight of Pan and the 
others turning on her had given her quite a fright. How had they managed to 
do that? Did it have something to do with the bones Thisbe and the others had 
stolen? 

Instead of becoming overwhelmed and fearful, the Revinir only got angrier 
and more sure that they wouldn’t succeed. Now and then, as she darted 
erratically trying to get past them and keep away from Thisbe and her 
obliterate spell, she was able to slip through or sneak out below the ring of 
dragons and Simber. But they always managed to stop her and bring her back 
to their air cage again, forcing her lower each time. 

To them, it was a matter of wearing her down... and with any luck, her 
injured throat would contribute to her finally giving up. She hadn’t blasted 
them with fire yet, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t. Perhaps she was playing 
them—time would tell. The job they were doing required stamina and 
patience as well. 

“Be ready with your obliterate spell,” Fifer whispered. 

Thisbe frowned and didn’t take it out, but Fifer didn’t notice. 

“Cast it now!” Fifer said. “No wait—don’t.” 

“Fife, stop,” said Thisbe. 

“Now!” Fifer whispered. “No! Dang it! Never mind!” 

“If you don’t stop doing that, I’m going to use it on you,” Thisbe muttered. 

Aaron laughed, then quickly stopped, and he and Thisbe exchanged 
dubious glances. They'd hardly spoken since Thisbe had explained everything. 
And it was uncomfortable being stuck this close to each other, with only Fifer 
between them, making things more tense. 

“You have to stop doing that to me,” Thisbe said to Fifer. “It’s making me 
nervous. Seriously, the pressure to get this spell done right after everything 
that’s happened is overwhelming. There was a reason Alex never wanted to 
bring this one back. Don’t forget that.” 

“Sorry,” Fifer muttered. “You're right.” 

Aaron scoffed. “You haven't even taken it out of your vest.” 


“That’s beside the point,” snapped Thisbe. “The time isn’t right!” 


Aaron knew he probably wasn’t helping the situation, and he felt bad about 
it. But he and Thisbe were having problems they'd never had before. And it 
was difficult to navigate them, especially when his feelings were such a mess 
after Ishibashi had died. He’d been irrational and harsh—he knew that. But 
everything was upside down in his world. He'd barely had a moment to talk to 
Kaylee in person about it before they had to go their separate ways. But the 
one thing Kaylee had said to him was “Be kind to your sisters. They've been 
through enough.” 

And the weird thing about that was Kaylee didn’t even know that he and 
Thisbe had been at odds over this. She just had a sixth sense about such things. 
And she was almost always right. Aaron sighed as they hovered in this endless 
standoff. “Sorry, Thisbe. You're right. Let’s not make the situation even more 
tense, all right, Fifer?” 

“Sorry,” said Fifer. 

“Thank you.” Thisbe breathed a sigh of relief. She’d put off the dreaded 
moment even longer. 

The Revinir was nowhere near total exhaustion yet. She was constantly 
dodging inside the circle and trying to stay a large distance from Thisbe, and 
far enough from the other dragons to keep them from spraying fire on her— 
not that they could harm her that way, unless they got right in her face. But 
the main thing was to keep away from her former confidant. The Revinir 
didn’t know how many of those rotten spells Thisbe had left, but one was all 
she needed. And the girl seemed to have gotten her confidence back after her 
fumble in the cavelands. If she could keep away from Thisbe, she might have a 
chance to sneak out of this dragon jail they'd created and break free for good. 

But why weren’t the mages firing anything else at her? Probably because 
they knew their components would just go to waste. And no spears? She saw 
that they had plenty of them. If they hit her in the neck just right... The 
Revinir touched the bulge and winced. The scales were sparse and spread apart 
because of the stretched skin there. That made her vulnerable. She quickly 
moved her claws away so they wouldn't get any ideas. 

Whatever their ultimate plan, this weird game they were playing was 
working—it was threatening her mind more than anything, and that was a bit 
frightening. Worse than being physically challenged. After all, the Revinir had 
flown all the way to Artimé and back in one session before—she could stay in 
the air for a long time. But she hadn’t had a giant infection back then. She 


growled and roared again for her dragons to assist, though it was fruitless and 
only hurt her throat more. Still, she could feel the fire there, simmering. She’d 
use it if she had to. 

It wasn’t fair that the ghost dragons were keeping her mind-controlled ones 
from helping her. Those dragons belonged to the Revinir, and she was their 
leader. They all followed her. It had been an unwritten rule that they must do 
so. That’s why she'd ordered Drock put to death. She’d suspected for a while 
that the dark purple dragon had somehow escaped from her power, and he’d 
proven it recently by giving Thisbe and Rohan a lift out of the burning forest. 
The Revinir had noticed. And now that dragon was going to pay. She would 
take down the rest of them too, if only she could fight properly and use her 
army of dragons. 

Thoughts like these drifted through the Revinir’s mind as she tried to figure 
out how to get out of this mess. It wasn’t like she was terribly worried, now 
that shed gotten over the shock of the ambush. Her dragons would push 
through the wall of ghost dragons eventually, and then the Revinir would 
show these annoying people what obliteration really looked like. It was such a 
shame Thisbe had turned on her. A deep shame. They could be working 
together right now to rule everything. Had the Revinir done something wrong 
to cause her to leave? She couldn’t imagine what. 

Why the enemy was keeping her flying here over the lake, was peculiar, 
though. She was still far enough above it to feel only mild fear about the 
water, but what was more concerning was that they were doing this at all. Did 
they somehow know that she had a deathly fear of it? Had they figured out her 
trauma related to that? Or did they merely see it as a strategy to tire her out 
and keep her from landing, now that the volcano was down? That had to be it. 

But then she remembered the journals she'd written so long ago and 
wondered if there was something in them that had made Thisbe suspicious 
about it. Paranoia began to grow inside the Revinir’s mind. But she refused to 
panic even when things were looking dire. 

Arabis and Drock appeared, coming up from the lakeshore carrying Dev 
and Rohan. The Artiméans cheered as the dragons soared toward the circle, 
and the Revinir’s jaw slacked. How did Drock escape? Had she become 
delusional? Maybe this painful infection was affecting her in unseen ways too. 


She did feel a bit weaker than normal, but that was probably just from flying 


in a small area for hours. Either her mind was playing tricks on her, or this 
enemy really had a lot of surprises for her.... How many more could they have? 

Overwhelming anger at Thisbe resurfaced. The girl had thwarted all of the 
Revinir’s plans, hopes, and dreams, unraveling everything over the past days. 
The Revinir watched as the people and dragons surrounding her reacted 
joyfully over Drock’s return, and with the distraction, she knew it was the 
time to make a move. She darted at Simber and tried not to hold back as she 
let out a mighty flaming roar, not caring how much it hurt. Fire shot from her 
mouth, and while she cried out in pain, she kept the flames coming. 

Caught off guard, Simber reared back in the air, trying to protect his riders 
with his chest and wings, while the three Stowe siblings reacted with their 
own weapons. Fifer sent sailing one of the spears Dev had made, coupled with 
a handful of heart attack spells, trying to point them into the dragon-woman’s 
mouth. Aaron shot metal stars at her like Ishibashi had done in hopes that he 
too could place them in an unprotected spot. Thisbe gritted her teeth and 
agonized. She knew that the evil dragon-woman had to be stopped, but as 
much as she wanted to pretend everything was fine, why did she have to be the 
one to do it? 

“Thisbe!” Fifer hissed. “Come on!” 

Thisbe started. She quickly released the spell on her vest pocket and pulled 
out the obliterate spell. Then she focused on all the awful things the Revinir 
had done. Frantically she searched the skies and connected eyes with Dev on 
Drock’s back. He gave her a solemn nod. She had to do this. Trying not to 
collapse, Thisbe stood up on Simber’s back so she could see over his wing. 

“Aaagh,” Thisbe gargled, leaning over and supporting herself on the back of 
Simber’s head. “I think I'm going to faint.” It wasn’t the height this time, 
making her feel sick, but she didn’t care if her siblings thought it was. 

Fifer was on her feet in an instant, holding her sister’s arm. “I’ve got you. 
Give me the spell. I'll do it.” 

Thisbe froze. Then, with a shaking hand, she set the pebble into Fifer’s 
outstretched palm. Without hesitation, Fifer took aim and flung the obliterate 
component at the flames, shouting, “Obliterate!” Aaron yanked the twins 
down as the Revinir’s fiery blast grazed them. 

Simber let out a mighty roar as his ears, nose, and parts of his chest and 
wings turned to sand and fell into the lake. His flight pattern, largely altered 


by this and the blinding fire, left him bobbing out of control, trying to right 
himself. 

The Revinir was expecting the obliterate spell, and the fact that it came 
from Fifer rather than Thisbe threw her for only a split second—not enough to 
matter. She lunged toward it and deftly deflected the component with her 
claws, batting it back toward Simber. It detonated halfway between them, 
throwing both parties backward. 

The Revinir somersaulted and dropped a short distance before catching 
herself. But Aaron, Fifer, and Thisbe went flying off Simber from the force of 
the explosion, and the three siblings and Simber all fell from a terrifying 
height to the lake below. 





The Battle Is On 


bosganda fell, then blacked out. Aaron yelled and threw a 
handful of heart attack spells at the Revinir, missing wildly as the dragon- 
woman righted herself in the air. Fifer managed to cast a magic carpet for 
herself, but her aim was off, and she went plummeting past it and it couldnt 
catch up to her. Simber tried and failed to stop himself from falling, and he 
hit the water first with a huge splash and sank. 

Jim the winged tortoise, who'd been hovering below, slowly swooped just in 
time to catch Thisbe, and the army of squirrelicorns soared in and grabbed the 
other two. Their bodies snapped and whiplashed from the sudden stop, but 
they might not have survived at all if they'd hit the water at that speed. Drock 
came to their aid and transferred them onto his back for Dev and Rohan to 
look after. 

Seconds later, when the ghost dragons above the square looked down to see 
what had happened, the Revinir’s dragons took advantage of the distraction 
and burst through a space that had formed between them. A stream of them 
rocketed toward the Revinir to assist her. 

“Finally!” the dragon-woman screamed. Then she coughed and hacked and 
cried out in pain. 


“Attack!” cried Lani in the circle, ever focused and seeing an opportunity. 
The people on the friendly dragons set off a round of spears. The Revinir 
curled her neck and covered her vulnerable parts, and the spears bounced off 
her and fell into the water. The mind-controlled dragons came straight for the 
seven-island dragons, instigating an in-air fight between them. The Revinir 
stopped hacking and started looking for a way out. 

In the square, Florence and the rest of the forest team finished freezing and 
jailing the hundreds of soldiers who'd come along to assist the Revinir. The 
warrior trainer heard the obliterate explosion and saw Simber and his riders 
fall, and thought the worst when she saw the Revinir still flying. She rushed 
over to the hill and ran up it so she could look down into the giant crater. 
With a relieved breath she realized the three Stowe siblings were being 
transported by Drock, but the Revinir’s dragons were attacking the rest of 
their team with raging fury. Everything that had been working so beautifully 
up until now was starting to fall apart. It was time to change plans. Luckily, 
Florence and the others had thought of that. 

“Gorgrun! Quince! Astrid!” Florence shouted. The three ghost dragons 
landed in the square near the hill Florence stood on. The warrior trainer 
ordered all the forest fighters to climb aboard Quince and Gorgrun. “Keep 
away from the dragon-to-dragon conflict if you can,” she instructed the 
dragons, “but try to swoop in now and then to distract them and give our 
people a chance to throw their spears.” 

She turned. “Everyone!” she shouted to the rest of her army. “Our leaders 
are being pummeled and they need our help to drive the mind-controlled 
dragons back! Time to switch from magic to your spears, arrows, and 
throwing stars. Try to hit the dragons in their sensitive spots! Inside their 
nostrils and mouths! Let’s go!” 

Florence went up to Astrid and climbed aboard, then strapped her legs 
into a harness she'd created after her fall the last time—she wasn’t going to let 
that happen again. She adjusted her quiver on her back, and once Astrid was 
in the air, Florence pulled out an arrow and her bow. “Do what you can to 
point me at the Revinir’s face,” Florence instructed the ghost dragon. “Let’s see 
if we can end this once and for all before anybody else gets hurt.” She was 
silent for a moment as she nocked the arrow, then mused, “Wouldn't it be 
something if we came away from all of this without a single death?” 





On the Ground 
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right, pria?” he asked. 

She blinked a few times, then sat up. “Oof” She gingerly tested her muscles, 
then shuddered as she recalled the fall. “Glad I blacked out for part of it, 
anyway. Is everyone else okay?” 

“We're still waiting for Simber to surface,” Fifer said, her voice grim. She 
checked herself over as well and tried not to grimace with the pain. Dev hung 
back but watched worriedly. 

Aaron rubbed the back of his neck, then touched a sore spot on his head. 
His fingers came away wet with blood. “I’m not even sure what happened. My 
memory is a little fuzzy after that.” 

“I cast the obliterate spell,” Fifer said, “and the Revinir charged toward it 
and batted it back at us before it could detonate. It exploded in the air, but 
the blast hit Simber hard. I hope he’s okay.” 

“He was in one piece when he fell,” Drock said. 

Aaron still seemed confused. “But why did Fifer—” 

“I had a better angle,” Fifer said, clipping the words. “I didn’t miss—the 
Revinir just anticipated it and rushed toward us, which caused her to swat it 


before it could hit her and explode. It was a really smart move on her part, to 
be honest.” 

“So that’s it for the obliterate spell.” Aaron closed his mouth. 

“Yes,” said Thisbe, tight lipped. “That was the last one.” 

Drock brought the rattled Stowe siblings to the shore to get treated for 
their injuries, collect their wits, and wait for Simber to emerge. Once the 
three of them appeared to be all right, the dragon took off again with Dev and 
Rohan to rejoin the battle. 

Landing on a winged tortoise wasn’t exactly soft, but Thisbe admitted it 
was preferable to hitting the water in the middle of the lake—especially since 
she'd fainted. The impact could have made everything worse from that height. 
And Jim had done his best to use his wings to help cushion the fall. Thisbe 
waved her thanks to him, for he was back over the lake, taking long, slow flaps 
as he usually did, waiting for the next mage to fall perfectly onto his back. 

Fifer watched the water anxiously until Simber’s face broke through the 
surface. He found his way to the shore and limped onto the sand, tattered 
wings dragging on the ground. He was so distraught that he didn’t even bother 
to shake the water off. He'd taken the brunt of the damage from the Revinir’s 
flames followed by the obliterate explosion. His face was blackened with soot, 
and parts of his nose and ears had melted off. He looked a sad and hideous 
sight compared to his former self, but it was even worse when he took a 
running leap to test his wings—he could no longer fly properly. Not safely, 
either, especially with passengers aboard. He jerked and spasmed in the air, 
then crashed to the ground. After a moment, the giant cheetah got up and 
went to a patch of shade to lie down and mourn. 

Thisbe glanced uneasily at her brother and sister and Simber. She'd failed 
them at a crucial moment. She hadn’t been able to go through with it. And 
now they were all suffering. 

“When this is over, we'll get you home,” Aaron told Simber. “Pan can carry 
you. Then I'll fix you with the proper magical sand from Artimée’s shore. It’s 
going to be fine. Better this than have you melt away completely. At least 
you're not frozen at the bottom of the lake. We'd have a hard time repairing 
you down there.” 

Simber grunted. 

Fifer knew enough to leave Simber alone for a while. She handed healing 
herbs to Aaron and Thisbe from the metal container she kept inside her robe, 


and the three sat awkwardly and assessed the situation as things grew loud in 
the sky above them. 

It was a sickening show and so hard to watch as Drock rejoined with Dev 
and Rohan, who valiantly threw their spears whenever Drock could get close 
enough to the Revinir. The three looked on as Seth, Prindi, Reza, and Asha, on 
Ivis, did the same, seemingly with no fear. 

After a moment, Thisbe dropped her face into her hands—this could have 
all been over, but somehow she’d messed up again. She'd continued feeling 
sorry for the evil Revinir, despite everything. Despite Dev, despite Maiven, 
despite her own better judgment. But there was something else, too. 
Something that seemed to be at the root of all of this, only Thisbe had just 
begun to realize it. She struggled to stand, then moved gingerly a few steps 
away from her brother—she just didn’t want to talk to him right now. Would 
he blame her for the cat’s disfigurement next? Hold that against her forever 
too? How hypocritical that would be. 

But Aaron didn’t say anything like that. In fact, he seemed to be wrestling 
with his own thoughts. And all three of them really just wanted the medicine 
to kick in swiftly so they could rejoin the battle. 

Thisbe kept her eye on the Revinir, who had nearly broken free. Thankfully 
some of the ghost dragons had moved in to keep her stationary above the lake, 
trying to slowly drive her downward toward that water she hated so much. 

The girl felt a pang. It was a cruel thing to do. And even though the Revinir 
had done things a thousand times crueler—she’d killed Alex and Ishibashi, 
tried to kill Dev, and sentenced Drock to death!—Thisbe was struggling. The 
Revinir was only getting worse, and many hundreds of people and dragons 
had suffered because of her. Thisbe had to help the others stop her. There was 
no doubt about that. But there was still something big that Thisbe couldnt get 
past. 

Because of that, it was almost a relief that the obliterate spell had been 
used up, and now there were none left. It was so violent and destructive that 
Thisbe just couldn’t handle using it ever again. No one should! It could have 
destroyed Simber completely! No wonder Alex had said he never wanted to 
bring it back after hed missed with it. He’d been right, and Florence and the 
twins had been careless to keep trying. They shouldnt have done it. 
Although... Fifer had managed to use hers properly on the red dragons. That 


was one success and three failed attempts. Not a good record. 


Thisbe felt a rush of painful emotions now that some of her numbness had 
worn off. She kept thinking of Alex and how she'd disappointed him right 
before he'd died. And now she had a growing issue with Aaron that she 
couldn’t seem to say out loud. But she knew she had to, or she’d never get past 
it. She agonized for a while, and then, knowing she only had two siblings left 
—both of whom could have died in that last encounter—she turned to them. 

“I want you both to know the absolute truth,” she said. In the distance, 
Simber’s ears twitched. 

“I thought you told us that already,” said Aaron sarcastically. 

“Aaron, stop,” said Fifer. 

“Sorry,” Aaron muttered. 

“Everything I told you was true,” Thisbe continued. “But there was 
something I didn’t tell you because I was scared for you to know.” 

Fifer reached out for her sister’s hand. “What is it?” 

Thisbe took a deep breath. Her heart pounded in her chest. “I messed up 
the obliterate spell the first time because I felt sorry for the Revinir. And I 
couldn’t use it this time either, for the same reason. It’s not because I was 
afraid of heights.” 

Aaron and Fifer stared. 

Finally Aaron said, “You feel sorry for that monster? How could you 
possibly—” 

“Yes,” said Thisbe. “It doesn’t mean I think she should be allowed to do 
what she’s doing. And I don’t want to be her partner. But she was a little girl 
once, with feelings, and people hurt her. And that’s what turned her into this 
monster, I think. So I care about the person she was. And I felt like I saw 
glimpses of that person when I was stuck in the castle with her, trying to trick 
her.” 

“Thisbe,” Aaron began, but Simber let out a low growl, and Fifer shushed 
her brother for the second time. 

“Aaron,” Thisbe said, “I know you are upset with how I handled things, and 
you're having trouble forgiving me fully for everything that has happened. I 
understand that, and perhaps we'll always clash because of our perspectives on 
this issue, even though we used to be really close.” 

“That has nothing to do with what you just confessed!” said Aaron. “This 
dragon-woman killed our brother! She has to be eliminated!” 


Now the girls stared at Aaron, who'd used the loaded word that Quill had 
coined for sending Unwanteds to their death. 

But Thisbe wasn’t about to challenge him on that when there was so much 
more to say. “People saw glimpses of something good inside of you once too, 
Aaron—after youd done some pretty unspeakable things. So my question for 
you is: How can you not at least consider pardoning the Revinir after almost 
everyone pardoned you?” 

Aaron recoiled. The silence among the three Stowes and Simber was 
deafening. Fifer flashed a hard look at Thisbe, and Thisbe dropped her gaze 
and stared stonily at the ground. She'd only said the truth. And it had to get 
out there, or it would continue to eat at her inside. 

After a long moment, Simber spoke up. “Aarrron was worrrth forrrgiving 
because he was sorrry forrr what he’d done. And the Rrrevinirrr isn’t sorrry, 
and she isn’t stopping. That’s the differrrence.” 

Thisbe looked at the statue, and once she'd thought that through, she 
nodded. “You're right, Simber. I know that in my head. But my heart won't let 
go of Emma. That’s why... that’s why I can’t kill her. Pm not saying someone 
else shouldnt. I'm saying I can’t. And if you don’t understand that, then what 
do you have to say for the graciousness people extended to you when you were 
at your worst?” 

Fifer remained silent, seeing that the other two needed to clear this up 
without her. 

After a while Aaron looked up. “You're right, Thisbe,” he said. “You're right 
about everything you said, even though it was hard for me to hear it. And... 
I'm proud and happy to have a sister who holds so much compassion and 
forgiveness. I think I need to beg for you to forgive me now, after how hard 
I've been on you lately.” 

Thisbe choked up. “Of course,” she whispered. “I just want you to know...” 
She paused, unable to get any more words out. 

Aaron couldn’t speak either. A trickle of blood from the cut on his head 
dripped onto his shirt, staining it. 

Thisbe took a deep breath and tried again. “I just want you to know that I 
love you. I really love you so much, like more than anything. And I want us to 
be close again like we were before.” 

Aaron’s chin trembled. He wiped the blood away and pressed his lips 
together. “I love you, too.” 


Thisbe continued. “You might not know this, but Alex and I had been 
fighting when Fifer and I went to the land of the dragons that first time. I 
never saw him after that, and I think about it every single day. I’m sick about 
how we were never able to talk things through. I know he was so disappointed 
in me, and I feel like...” Her voice broke once more, and she took another 
moment to let the brokenness pass. “I feel like if it happened again, with you, 
that I could never forgive myself. So I'm turning to you now with the most 
sincere heart, despite my faults and mistakes, and I’m asking you to forgive 
me, too. I want my brother back.” After that, the tears began to fall freely 
down her cheeks. 

Aaron sat, still stunned, but then he nodded and swallowed hard. He got 
up and embraced her. The two gripped each other as if their lives were in 
danger—which indeed they were. Fifer looked on, tears streaming down her 
cheeks. 

Finally they pulled apart. Aaron leaned back to look Thisbe in the eye. 
“There’s more I need to explain here. I’ve always been stubborn, no matter how 
hard I try to fight it. And even though you had no part in Ishibashi’s death, I 
wanted to blame someone, and I admit you were an easy target. But not for 
the reasons you think.” 

Thisbe blinked. “Why, then?” 

“Because I thought your mistakes were somehow my fault.” 

“Whoa, wait a minute,” Fifer said, finally barging in. She held up her hand 
to her brother. “I wouldnt call them mistakes,” she chided. “We had a very 
well-plotted plan that very nearly worked.” 

“Right, right,” Aaron said. “That was a poor choice of words. And now I get 
what you were doing. But the thing is, I was the ‘bad’ twin my whole life, and 
to some people I still am, as you know so well. And I thought that maybe you, 
too, Thisbe—that you had some level of deviousness inside you. And I felt like 
that was my fault. So it was more than me judging you, or being mad at you. It 
was... me being mad at me.” His tears ran down too. “I felt like Td failed again.” 

Thisbe sucked in a breath and blew it out, long and low. “Wow,” she said. 
“You said something like that in the moment before I turned to cast the first 
obliterate spell at the Revinir. But I didn’t get it then. And I never understood 
how hard you were on yourself until now. But let me tell you, I get it now. In a 
big way.” She shook her head. “Sheesh, Aaron. Do you think you'll ever be able 
to just be carefree and happy?” 


“Maybe if you stop reminding him how awful he used to be,” Fifer 
suggested, and Simber let out a laugh in spite of himself. 

Aaron pressed his lips together and glanced from one sister to the other. “I 
don’t know,” he admitted. “But a few things have changed recently. And... rm 
going to try.” 

Thisbe reached out and took his hand. “So, are we good? Forever and ever? 
No matter what happens?” 

“We are good forever and ever,” Aaron said. 

“Me too?” asked Fifer. 

“Yes. All of us. We are forever bonded together by this moment. And if 
anything ever happens to any of us, we can all look back at this instant, in the 
midst of battle, along the shore of the crater lake, and know with full certainty 
and peace that we are good.” 

Thisbe smiled, then blew out a breath. “Thank you.” 

“And do you know what else?” said Aaron. 

“What?” asked Thisbe. 

“Alex and you are good too.” 

Thisbe felt her heart thud. She’d longed for those words, knowing she'd 
never find out the answer. “How could you possibly know that?” 

Aaron’s crooked grin made a rare appearance, and he tapped his chest. 
“That's just how it is with twins.” He gave his sisters another hug, and then 
they all got up and signaled to Drock that they were ready to fight again. 





The Exact Right Moment 
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stuck, and not deeply. They could only hope some of its magical properties 
seeped in and helped weaken the dragon-woman. Pan and her children, along 
with their riders, forced the Revinir to separate from the remaining mind- 
controlled dragons who had fought their way to her, and finally the ghost 
dragons were able to push the Revinir’s dragons back once more. 

Seth, Rohan, Lani, Scarlet, and Thatcher were all thrown from their 
dragons at one moment or another, and there was nothing Fifer or Thisbe 
could do about it but fight on and hope their friends were rescued by the lake 
brigade. They wouldn’t know until they saw them again. 

From a nearby dragon, Carina shouted for her son. “Seth!” But he didn’t 
surface. “Help!” she called down. “Seth’s still underwater!” 

“There goes Simber,” Aaron pointed out, seeing the cheetah limping across 
land and into the water. “What's he doing?” 

“He’s going after Seth,” Fifer said, fear rising in her throat. “I hope he can 
find him.” 

“Don’t be distracted,” Thisbe warned the others, though she prayed silently 
that the cheetah would find Seth quickly. The Revinir was acting more and 


more rash now, and she was spraying fire and ramming into the other dragons, 
knocking even more mages off their rides. 

“Stay focused!” Fifer commanded, though her heart felt like lead. “Stick to 
the plan!” 

Five seconds later, Dev got knocked off of Drock, into the lake. 

“Dear gods,” Fifer muttered, heart pounding. They were losing fighters, and 
there was no chance for the good dragons to break away to collect the mages 
who were still able to fight—or the spears that the lake brigade was collecting. 
But there were people down there rescuing the fallen. They'd planned for this. 
Fifer knew that this time they'd thought of every scenario. But what if there 
were too many floundering in the lake at once? Dev wasn’t exactly a swimmer 


like the rest of them. “Please be okay,” she whispered. 


Time languished, and the Revinir’s wings grew heavy. Her whole body felt 
feverish with infection. And with one of Florence’s arrows now stuck through 
the tender tip of her snout like a piercing, she wasn’t feeling good at all. She 
began to struggle to stay up in the sky while still darting this way and that to 
avoid Florence’s dreaded magical arrows, which seemed so much stronger than 
regular ones. Everyone moved down with her, pressing her toward the lake. 

Fifer, Thisbe, Rohan, and Aaron, aboard Drock, circled wide to 
communicate with their fellow fighters and the other friendly dragons. They 
came to a stop near Pan, where Maiven was. Aaron began glancing off to the 
east as if looking for something. 

Finally that something came in the form of a send spell. Aaron's face 
drained. He opened it and read it, then handed it to his sisters. 


Aaron, 
Any moment now. 


Talon 


Fifer looked at her siblings. “It’s happening. Are you two going to be all 
right?” 


Thisbe turned to Aaron, whose eyes were filled with regret. 

“I think I need to sit this one out,” Aaron said. 

Thisbe’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you, Aaron. Fifer, you're going to 
have to do this without us.” 

“I agree you both should abstain,” said Fifer warmly. “But for me? It’s go 
time. Stay back—this is going to get ugly.” 

Aaron and Thisbe moved to the back end of the dragon to keep out of the 
way as the ruler of Artimé signaled to Florence and Maiven and Pan and the 
other good dragons, letting them know the time was near. They signaled to 
Sky, Claire, Gunnar, Sean, Crow, Prindi, Ibrahim, Clementi, and the other 
fighters who still remained on their dragons. 

Everyone nodded, and they pressed forward, pushing the Revinir out over 
the center of the crater lake and down toward the water. 

“Be ready!” Fifer shouted. 

The Revinir looked at Fifer, her face masked in fear she could no longer 
hide. Her eyes sought out Thisbe’s, and she was surprised to see the girl sitting 
back, weaponless, with Aaron. Had the girl turned on her teammates? And 
convinced her brother to join her? Perhaps there was a shred of hope for her 
after all. 

But the Revinir was losing ground, being pushed very specifically in one 
direction, and feeling very ill. There was no doubt that the dragon-woman had 
always worked best when she was at her worst. Hardship was all she needed to 
fight for her life. She pushed back at Drock as fire boiled in her belly. “You will 
never defeat me!” she cried, then spat flames at the dark purple dragon and his 
riders. 

Drock dropped and dodged as the fire flew over their heads, singeing their 
hair and clothes. But the movement had knocked Aaron off balance, and with 
a cry, he flipped off the dragon and fell to the water below. Drock’s dodge was 
all the Revinir needed to cause a break in the circle of oppressors. She plowed 
through the space, trying one more time to escape. “Thisbe! Join me! We can 
still make this work 

“I will not!” Thisbe yelled back at her. “Hurry, Drock!” Thisbe watched 
everything begin to fall apart. With Aaron’s life in danger again, Thisbe began 
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to doubt herself once more. Pained, she closed her eyes, then grabbed a 
throwing star, hoping she wouldn't have to use it. 


Pan and Arabis charged after the Revinir and forced the dragon-woman 
back while Drock returned to fill the space. The Revinir sprayed fire again, 
groaning in pain as she did so. Several on Pan’s and Arabis’s backs were hit by 
the flames, with Gunnar Haluki taking the brunt of it. He flipped off of 
Arabis and fell headlong to the lake. 

“Stay on plan!” Fifer shouted, her voice ragged. Maiven repeated the 
sentiment. 

If the dragons left the formation now, their intricate plans would be 
ruined. All of the ghost dragons were struggling to keep the Revinir’s mind- 
controlled dragons back. Simber was damaged, unable to fly correctly, but he 
had been in and out of the water for the past while helping out the humans, 
squirrelicorns, and statues there. His sharp eye caught the former governotr’s 
fall, and he left the shore once more and went after him. 

As the group of dragons pushed back over the lake, painstakingly centering 
the Revinir once more, they began pressing down again, shielding themselves 
from her wrath the best they could. But several others were more than singed 
in the process. 

“Hurry up,” Fifer muttered. 

Florence caught Fifer’s eye from Astrid’s back. “We can’t hold her much 
longer—our fighters are in danger. We've lost a few more, and our dragons are 
suffering too.” She pointed to Hux the ice blue, whose entire chest was 
blackened. Simber struggled below them, flailing in the water he hated so 
much. 

“Shall we end it?” Fifer asked Thisbe and Maiven as she felt a flutter of 
panic. “Call it off?” 

“We can’t,” said Maiven. 

“Absolutely not,” said Thisbe, knowing the thing she couldn't do still had to 
be done. “You're inches away! You need to rally!” It was like a switch had 
flipped. She knew now, beyond a hint of doubt, that the Revinir’s days of 
tyranny were done. They'd tried and failed so many times. The people who'd 
signed up to fight her were well aware that there was a chance they might not 
come home. They all wanted to end this, and that meant casualties. It was 
sickening, yet there was no other way anyone had ever been able to think of to 
stop the Revinir. Shed only been growing more powerful. And people here 
and all around their world were suffering. 

If they could only hold out a few more minutes! 


“Press forward!” Fifer commanded. “It’s now or never! Everyone hold 
steady!” 

“Lean in, troops!” called Maiven Taveer. “This is our world we're fighting 
for! Give it your all!” 

“Mages!” cried Fifer. “Code red! Go!” With eyes like slits and teeth gritted, 
the fighters leaned forward on their dragons, throwing handfuls of heart 
attack spells all at once at the dragon-woman. They all bounced off her into 
the lake, but the dragon-woman shook. Had it done anything to her? She 
roared in discomfort and anger. 

“Now code black!” cried Fifer. “Aim for her neck, nostrils, and throat!” 
Florence took aim and shot an arrow at the monster, and Sky and several 
others threw their spears at the bulge. Florence’s arrow slid between the 
Revinir’s teeth and lodged somewhere that caused great pain. The spears hit 
and bounced off... all but one. Sky’s slipped halfway up her nostril. The Revinir 
squealed and dropped twenty feet in the air, then yanked the spear out and 
cracked it in half and threw it back at Sky. It whizzed past her ear. 

They were getting close to the water. But the Revinir wouldn't go down to 
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it. She fought with all she had to keep from getting anywhere near it. “Stop 
she screamed. “Stop!” 

But the teams didn’t stop. They pressed harder until they were less than 
fifty feet from the surface. 


Finally the water below them, where the volcano resided, began to churn. 





Revenge 


[vs happening,” Sky shouted. She knew the volcano activities better than 
anyone after studying them for so many years. “Stay strong! Twenty seconds!” 

“Steady now!” said Maiven. 

“Eyes down!” barked Florence. 

“Code blue!” Fifer shouted. “Ten! Nine! Eight!” 

The Revinir could sense what they were doing, but she wasn’t sure what 
these people were thinking. Did they expect a few fireballs from a volcano to 
affect her? Her scales were fireproof. Dragons had a lot steadier firepower than 
the volcano did, and their flames had hardly singed her so far. 

She spun in the air, finding it harder and harder to breathe with the new 
arrow lodged in her palate. Everything hurt. But she was not going down into 
that water. 

“Three! Two! One!” Fifer shouted. 

The Revinir braced for the impact of burning lava. There was nowhere else 
to go. 

The water shuddered. The volcano shot up below them. Fireballs slammed 
into the Revinir and all the dragons surrounding her, followed by a huge spray 
of water. 


It wasn’t enough. 

“Hal” cried the Revinir, then coughed violently. “This was your grand 
finale? You'll never succeed!” 
“Hold steady!” Fifer commanded. 
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“Stay strong!” Maiven shouted. 

They braced for it—the one part of the entire plan for which they had no 
backup. Begging it would work as they'd painstakingly mapped it out. For if it 
didn’t work, they might lose it all—everything they'd strived to do. 

Thisbe bowed her head. 

“Please,” Carina whispered from her dragon. But she was looking down at 
the water. 

Seconds later, a huge blue whale with a large bone spike on its forehead 
came flying out of the volcano. She rose up in the air, her body shimmering in 
a beautiful curve. And with exceeding grace and form, she found her target 
and went for it. Spike Furious’s spike skewered the gape-mouthed Revinir 
through the throat. 

The Revinir cried out in shock, and then her cry went silent, and her body 
limp. The whale and the dragon-woman, stuck together, peaked in the air. 
Then they arced gracefully toward the lake. 

“THIS!” cried Spike Furious. “IS FOR!” she shouted. “THE ALEX!” 

They hit the water with a tremendous splash. Spike Furious drove the 
Revinir down deep and drilled the monstrous evil thing into the floor of the 
lake. Everyone stared in silence, tensed and filled with dread. Waiting for the 
evil Revinir to come back and get the better of them, like she’d always done. 
Time after time after time. 

But she didn’t come back. 

“Spike Furious has avenged Alex’s death!” Carina cried, her voice catching. 
“She has ended the rule of a horrible dictator!” People cheered and some began 
to chant. “Spike! Spike! Spike!” 

Fifer and Thisbe, red with burns, their faces etched with pain, looked at 
one another. 

“I think it’s over,” Fifer murmured. “Are you all right?” 

Thisbe nodded, though she felt horrible inside. “You did what had to be 
done.” 

They waited a little longer, just to be absolutely certain. 


The other mages began looking at one another, the dread on their faces 
being slowly replaced with hope. Could it truly be? Had they actually 
succeeded? 

“We did it!” Fifer called out. “Spike Furious did it! And it’s all thanks to 
everyone here who fought for this!” 

Thisbe turned to look around at the army from the seven islands, feeling a 
bit numb. But then she noticed the mind-controlled dragons were acting 
strange—like they werent mind controlled anymore. “Fifer, look!” Thisbe 
cried. She realized what this meant, and what had to come next. Despite her 
mixed feelings over what had just happened, Thisbe knew she had to act 
before anyone else could mess it up. She got to her feet and shouted, “Maiven 
Taveer for black-eyed ruler!” 

The other black-eyed people, startled at first by the abruptness of it all, 
gathered their wits and shouted their support. Even old Ashguard the 
curmudgeon, who'd left the triage area with Mangrel to assist Simber in the 
rescue efforts, chimed in with his support. 

“I accept your charge,” said the queen, and then she called out, “Drock the 
dark purple, will you join with me as co-ruler of the land of the dragons?” 

Drock looked shocked. He turned to his siblings. His mother. 

“Do you want to do this?” Pan asked him. 

Drock stared. “Yes,” he said, like a whisper. “Yes, I do.” 

“Then it is settled,” Pan said, pride evident in her voice. 

“Drock for dragon ruler!” his siblings cried. 

The rest of the dragons, now no longer mind controlled and thrust into 
reality, bewildered as could be, did not object. 

With a new depth of sincerity to his voice, Drock agreed to take up the 
honorable position. “With great pleasure I will serve at your side, Queen 
Maiven Taveer.” 

“I am well pleased,” said the queen, holding his gaze. “We shall work 
wonderfully together.” 

The ghost dragons all halted what they were doing and looked at one 
another, at first in surprise and then with a knowing sense of calm. They 
roared in appreciation to Maiven and Drock, and seconds later, Gorgrun, 
Quince, Astrid, and the rest of the glorious ghost dragons disappeared into 
the air with a poof. 


Florence, instantly losing her ride, fell to the lake. But everyone knew she 
would be all right. 

Their painstaking plans had worked. After years of trying, they'd finally 
succeeded. The evilest, most horrible being in all the worlds, who'd caused the 
people of Artime and Warbler and all of their friends great pain and suffering 
over multiple decades, had been soundly defeated. The ghost dragons had been 
freed. The prisoners in the dungeon released. The people of Grimere saved. The 
seven islands were at peace once more, and the kingdom of the land of the 
dragons had been restored. 

The twin sisters collapsed on Drock’s back. 

Below them, a battered Simber dragged limp, sodden bodies to the shore. 
Carina noticed. And then she screamed. “Seth!” 





AFter the Storm 


Chaos erupted. All the mind-controlled dragons had snapped out of their 
zombielike state when the Revinir died. But they had no idea what was going 
on or even where they were. They’d come from other realms beyond Grimere 
and had already been under the influence of the dragon-woman when they'd 
arrived. 

“TIl handle these dragons,” Maiven called to Fifer. “You go to your friend.” 

“Take us to Simber!” Thisbe told Drock. “Please hurry!” Was that limp, 
unmoving body that Simber had set on the shore really Seth? The twins leaned 
forward as if it would help Drock go faster. Their best friend... could he be 
dead? It was unthinkable! He was a great swimmer—had he been injured 
before falling? Or, like Thisbe, had he blacked out? 

Carina’s dragon beat them to the shore, and the woman leaped off, trying 
to get to Seth as quickly as she could. Henry was right behind her, and Sean 
came running from the triage cave after hearing the news. They crowded 
around. Simber, useless to help, went back into the lake to search for more 
bodies. 

Thisbe and Fifer, feeling numb, slid off Drock’s wing and sent him back to 
the skies to help Maiven handle the new issues with the foreign dragons. They 
ran over toward Seth, but there was no way to see what was happening with so 


many people there now. Knowing the healers needed room, they stepped away 
and went to the hospital cave to see about their other loved ones. 

There were several cots arranged around the edges of the cave. Fifer 
scanned the place, expecting to find Dev sitting somewhere, warming up with 
a blanket. She saw Thatcher and Lani talking quietly from their beds, looking 
bedraggled but recovering nicely. Two cots had bodies on them completely 
covered with blankets. Dev was nowhere. 

Fear struck her, and she gripped Thisbe’s arm. “Lani,” Fifer said anxiously. 
“Where’s Dev?” 

Lani looked up. “I haven't seen him. Is Seth all right? Sean went running as 
soon as we heard. What happened?” 

“We don’t know,” Thisbe said. She saw how upset Fifer was and pointed to 
the cots with covered bodies. “Who...?” 

“We didn’t see,” Thatcher said. “Tm sorry. Henry said not to disturb the 
bodies—he’d be back soon.” 

Fifer sank against the cave wall, feeling faint. She hadn’t seen Dev since he'd 
fallen. Had he even been found? Her head pounded, and she wanted to 
crumple up and fall apart. Why hadn’t she insisted he stay on the ground? She 
felt her hope sinking. 

But she couldnt give in to feelings right now. She was the head mage, and 
she needed to pull it together and lead her people through this. Whether Dev 
was under one of those blankets or not, people would be grieving and 
heartbroken tonight. Those two cots held people who meant something to 
others, no matter who they were. She passed her hand over her face and took a 
few deep breaths. Then, with a gasp, she looked sharply at Thisbe. “Where’s 
Aaron? Have you seen him since he fell?” 

Now Thisbe’s face drained. Had they lost Dev and Aaron? And possibly 
Seth, too? “I’m going to be sick,” Thisbe whispered, and ran out to the bushes 
nearby. But she didn’t throw up. She just kept feeling awful. 

Fifer came to her side. “We have to be strong,” she said to her sister. She 
tugged at her shoulder. “Stand up, Thisbe!” 

“You stand up!” cried Thisbe. She could hardly cope. This couldn’t be 
happening, but it was. “Where’s Rohan? Did he fall too?” 

“I saw Rohan,” Thatcher said, limping to the cave opening. “He’s fine—he’s 
helping carry injured people.” Thatcher came out farther, looking haggard. 


“Listen, everything is chaotic right now. You can’t think the worst about 


everyone. And the people of the seven islands need you to lead them through 
this part, too. You can do it, Fifer. You too, Thisbe. Get them through this.” 
Fifer nodded. She was relieved to hear that Rohan was all right. She needed 
to pull herself up with that information and go find out who else was alive. 
“Come on, Thiz. Let’s go find Rohan.” She glanced at Thatcher. “Thank you.” 
Thatcher gave her a sympathetic nod. Then he tapped his chest, reminding 
Fifer that she was the head mage of Artime. And that he was with her. 
It gave her the strength she needed. 
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Back by the water, Rohan and Sean were carrying Seth at a swift walk toward 
the cave. 

“Is he okay?” Thisbe asked, her voice wrecked. 

“He’s breathing,” said Sean, and then his face crumpled. “Somehow Henry 
got him breathing again.” 

“Thank the gods,” Fifer said. The twins got out of the way, then continued 
to the shore, scanning the faces anxiously and keeping a mental tab on who 
was here and who wasn’t. Henry took charge, assessing the injuries and 
administering medication. Sending the more serious patients to the cave 
hospital ward. A few of the mages who'd been patched up and cleared to go 
swam out to help the squirrelicorns retrieve the remaining people who'd fallen 
into the lake, and Florence emerged unscathed on her own. Luckily, the lake 
had immediately extinguished the burning clothes of many of those who had 
fallen, saving them from extensive burns. But for those who'd been knocked 
out before hitting the water, their situation was a different story. 

Simber limped ashore with two soggy but conscious mages on his back. He 
knelt to lay them down near Henry and turned to go back in the water, 
seemingly resigned that his life today was about as bad as it had ever been. 
Spike Furious, everyone's favorite whale, stayed in deeper water, helping to 
collect other swimmers. 

Fifer ran up to Henry. “Have you seen Dev?” 

Henry looked up, frazzled. “No. I mean, I don’t think so. I hardly know 
what he looks like.” 


“How about Aaron?” 


“Fifer, ’'ve got a lot happening here...” Henry’s eyes shone with unshed 
tears. 

Fifer cringed. “Sorry. How can I help?” 

“Check on that row of people sitting up over there. If they’re feeling good, 
you can call a dragon to take them up to the square. And if you see Lani, tell 
her I need her to come find me. Claire Morning too. And Sky and Crow. Tell 
them to meet me in the cave.” 

Mystified and frightened, Fifer nodded. She went to do what Henry had 
asked, wondering why he wanted to see those specific people. Was it because 
they were reported missing too? Or injured? Or because... he needed to give 
them bad news? Lani—did that mean that one of the bodies under the blanket 
was Samheed? Fifer’s stomach churned. Being head mage was hard. And this 
might be the hardest time she’d ever been through. 

Just as Fifer started looking for the people Henry had listed, the formerly 
mind-controlled dragons, who were still mightily confused about where they 
were and the identity of the strange dragons surrounding them, began fighting 
in the air above them, causing quite a stir. All six dragons from the land of the 
seven islands rushed to break it up, and Drock tried again to explain what was 
happening. He told them where they were and that they were free to go back 
to their lands if they wished, and encouraged them to do so immediately. 

Happy that Drock was taking care of that problem, Fifer turned to see 
Thisbe trailing her. 

“Tve located Ms. Morning,” Thisbe said, out of breath. “And Lani. I sent 
them to Henry.” 

“Have you seen Samheed anywhere?” Fifer asked. “Or Dev or Aaron?” 

“Not yet,” Thisbe said. She felt anguished for her sister. Where was Dev? 
And Aaron? And who was under those blankets? “Wait!” she said, pointing. 
“There he is!” 

“Dev?” asked Fifer, whirling around. 

“No—it’s Samheed. Thank goodness.” 

“Oh my...” Fifer was overwhelmed. That meant Samheed wasn’t one of the 
deceased people, which was great. But then who...? 

“Samheed, you might want to go to the cave to find Lani,” Thisbe told him. 

“Sky!” Fifer shouted as she came up the shore with Simber. She ran to get 
the woman’s attention and found Crow at the edge of the water waiting for 


his sister. “Crow, Sky, you need to go to Henry in the cave immediately if 
you're all right. Do you need help?” 

“Why?” asked Crow. “Did something happen? I think we can make it.” 

“I don’t know,” said Fifer, tears welling up. “He asked for you.” She followed 
as they limped to the cave. 

Samheed and Lani, Sky and Crow, and Claire Morning gathered around 
the beds with Henry, who spoke to them quietly. Fifer and Thisbe remained at 
the entrance, pulses pounding. Trying to be ready for anything. 

Fifer looked at Thisbe. “Where is Dev?” she whispered. And then her voice 
broke. “He can’t swim.” 

Thisbe didn’t know what to say. 

As the girls stepped away to give Henry privacy to speak to the people 
gathered there, Aaron came running up. He had bandages around his arms 
and burns on his cheeks. “Are you two okay?” 

“Aaron!” Thisbe exclaimed, and now her tears threatened. The girls jumped 
at their brother, and the three held each other tightly, shedding tears of relief. 
And then, from behind, someone cleared his throat. 

Fifer turned sharply and saw a sorry, but welcome, sight. “Dev,” she 
whispered. She opened up her arms, and he slid into them. 





The Worst Part 


You're all right?” Fifer asked Dev, pulling away. 

“I am, thanks to Simber,” he said. 

“Not everyone is so lucky,” Fifer murmured as Henry came out of the cave. 
His expression was so broken that no one had ever seen him like this before. 
He was clearly taking his duties hard. 

‘Tve never seen him so upset,” Aaron murmured. 

Rohan slipped away from Seth’s bedside and went out of the cave to find 
Thisbe, knowing something was coming and wanting to be there for her. 

“Friends and family,” said Henry with tears streaming down his face, “I’m so 
sorry. This battle was never going to be without consequences. We've lost some 
dear friends and family, including Lani’s and my father, Gunnar Haluki. And 
we've also lost Sky and Crow’s mother, Copper, who fought with all she had 
and rallied her entire island to join in this venture. And Seth...” 

Fifer and Thisbe gasped. 

Henry heard them and lifted a tired hand. “Seth is alive. He’s hanging on, 
and Carina and Sean are monitoring him. Everyone, I’m so sorry. The Revinir 
did everything she could to take as many people down with her as she could. 


And while I'm glad to see you all standing here alive before me, I am... 
devastated.” 

Thatcher held and comforted Henry as the young man cried, and Lani and 
Samheed came out of the cave and embraced them both. Their father had been 
a governor under the High Priest Justine’s rule, and he'd been the one to defy 
her and sneak into Artimé using a wolf charm so no one would detect it was 
him. He'd pushed his daughter Lani into being declared Unwanted a year early 
because he knew she would flourish in Artime. And he'd been co-ruling Quill 
for many years with Claire Morning. 

Claire stood in numb silence as Samheed went to console her and give her 
a hug. Her clothing was burned and torn, and she had several lesions on her 
skin as well. Their dragon had been hit hard. Just inside the cave, Sky and 
Crow hung on to each other, staring at their brave mother’s still body. Numb 
with grief, they barely noticed as Copper’s assistant Phoenix led leagues of 
Warblerans and the leaders of Artimé to gather around in support of both 
families. The people of Warbler were in tears over the loss of their leader. And 
the people of Artime’s tears blended with theirs. 

Copper had taken over after the Revinir—called Queen Eagala back then— 
had disappeared into the volcano aboard the enchanted pirate ship. She had 
nursed the island back to health over the years with her kindness and support 
and steady, firm hand in leadership, encouraging the oppressed people to 
experience and enjoy their new freedom. And now shed died fighting to 
retain that freedom, for the Revinir surely would have gone back to Warbler 
once she’d conquered everyone and everything here. 

“Tm so sorry about these devastating losses,” Rohan said to Thisbe and 
Fifer. He and the other black-eyed people had gotten to know both leaders 
during their time in Artimé. 

“Tm sorry too,” said Dev, even though he’d only heard of them and had 
never formally met them except to fight alongside them today. He could tell 
they'd been so well loved. As Henry went back to check on Seth, the people 
dispersed. 

Feeling stunned about how everything had gone down, Thisbe, Fifer, 
Rohan, and Dev fixed up their wounds, then checked on Aaron, who'd taken 
the brunt of the dragon fire and was feeling some serious pain now that the 


shock had worn off. They found him a bed in the cave so he could be close to 


the medicine he needed. With his pain heightening, he began to take a turn 
for the worse. 

Once they’d done all they could to help Henry in the triage center and 
comfort the mourners, and the overhead dragon battle had settled down, the 
four found Maiven and Drock conversing at the edge of the water. They joined 
them. 

“How is everyone?” Maiven asked them anxiously. 

“Trying to absorb the news,” Thisbe said. “Our friend Seth is in very bad 
shape. And Aaron is badly burned.” 

Fifer pressed her lips together. She was worried sick about Seth but knew 
he was in the best possible hands, and she needed to keep her focus. “How are 
things in the square?” 

“Tm about to go help Florence with the soldiers who are inside the 
catacombs,” Maiven said. “Some of them were under the Revinir’s mind 
control and others, from the farther-out villages, were only serving her 
because they were forced to. We aren’t sure if the mind-controlled ones are 
still affected or if, like the dragons, the death of the Revinir freed them from 
it. We hope for the latter.” 

“If necessary, we can make more ancestor broth,” said Thisbe, though the 
thought pained her. 

“Let’s head up then, shall we?” Fifer asked. 
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Drock flew them up from the crater lake to the square, where Florence met 
them. Fox, completely restored, was standing with Kitten and Matilda. 

“How is everyone up here?” Fifer asked anxiously. “It’s so good to see you 
all. Matilda, what a fine job you did. Thank you. And you too, Kitten.” 

Fox thumped his tail expectantly. 

“And we'd have never made it through without Fox,” Thisbe said generously. 
“Dev said you were very important in the dungeon mission.” She turned back 
to Florence. “Everyone else is okay, I hope?” 

“Just a few minor injuries that are already being addressed,” said Florence. 
“But I see you had some casualties down there.” She paused, a pained 
expression on her face. “Who are they?” 


Fifer broke the news about Copper and Gunnar, and told her about Seth 
and Aaron. 

Florence closed her eyes and bowed her head. After a minute, she opened 
them again, and a teardrop fell. “I don’t know what to say,” she said, her voice 
hitching. “Lani, Henry, Sky... Claire... They’ve all been through so much 
already.” 

“This has to be the last time,” Fifer vowed. “No more battles. It’s time for 
both worlds to recover and live in peace and harmony together.” 

“We are well on our way toward that now,” said Maiven. “Together we will 
work to repair everything that has broken over the past forty years. Fifer, shall 
we make a pact between our two worlds to strive toward peace and harmony?” 

“We most certainly shall, Grandmother,” said Fifer with a solemn smile. 
The two shook hands in the square. 

“Once everything has settled,” said Maiven, “we'll have a summit meeting to 
discuss our common goals and plan how to reach them.” 

“In the meantime,” said Fifer, pointing to the elevator, “we have some 
people to take care of.” 





Another Funeral 


[he west morning, Aaron woke up from a deep, troubled sleep in the cave to 
find Samheed at his side, looking worried. 

“What's going on?” he said weakly. “Are Fifer and Thisbe okay?” He tried to 
sit up. 

“They’re fine,” said Samheed. 

“And Seth?” 

“He’s improving.” 

Aaron’s face relaxed, then darkened. “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
The two hadn’t spoken much since their most recent spat when they were 
trapped in the library under the reign of Frieda Stubbs, and they’d never 
resolved their differences. 

“Tm sitting with you,” Samheed said, looking up to study the cave ceiling. 
“Obviously.” 

Aaron tried to relax, but it was difficult with all the snark enveloping him. 
“Where’s Lani? Or... anybody?” Anybody but you, he wanted to say. 

Samheed’s eyes glistened. “Gunnar... died. In the battle. So did Copper.” 

“I heard the news yesterday before I passed out here,” Aaron said. “Tm 
sorry.” He imagined the way Lani and Henry and Sky must be feeling, and his 
heart broke for them. Especially Sky, losing her mother so soon after Alex. It 


made his own problems feel small. After a moment, he looked at Samheed. 
“How are they?” 

“They’re handling it. Were having a funeral in a few hours. They’re going to 
bury them alongside Alex.” 

Something about that sentence made reality slap Aaron hard in the face, 
and he choked up. “Three brave leaders together,” he said when he could get 
the words out. “I like that Alex’s grave won't be alone.” 

Samheed sniffed, and tears leaked from his eyes. The two men cried 
together. 

“I want to go to the funeral,” Aaron said after a while. “Will you... help me?” 

Samheed pressed his lips together, determined not to break down again. 
Then he nodded. “Yeah. Of course.” The two held each other’s gaze for a 
moment. Then Samheed whispered, “I’m sorry about everything.” 

Aaron nodded, the lump in his throat growing thicker. “Me too,” he said. 


As Aaron had expressed, it seemed fitting that such great rulers be buried 
together. It marked the sacrifices of people from another land who gave 
everything to support their neighbors in need during the rule of the Revinir. 
Samheed, Aaron, and Simber, still battered, hitched a ride up to 
Dragonsmarche with Pan. Then Samheed helped Aaron onto Simber’s back 
and the three went slowly, limping down the path to the gravesite. The chaos 
was over, and all was quiet and peaceful as they held the funeral. 

Within the calm gathering came other curious things, like Maiven and 
Ashguard reuniting. The two leaders from the land of the dragons hadn’t seen 
each other in forty years, and each had presumed the other dead. Neither 
knew they'd shared the same dungeon for the past many years. 

With that reunion came one more. Asha approached the notoriously 
grumpy man with caution as the funeral dispersed. “You're my grandfather,” 
she said. “I’m Asha. I remember you.” 

“Ah, Asha,” he said. “Dev told me you were here. I remember you, too. And 
I could have picked you out of the crowd. You look so much like your mother.” 
Tears sprang to his eyes. He held out his hand and they shook solemnly, and he 


wasn't grumpy at all for a while. 


Dev watched them, thrilled to see the reunification, but a little bit sad that 
after all of this time, he still had nobody. It was more than clear that this girl 
was indeed the rightful heir to the palace and would probably live there with 
Ashguard. In his library. 

Which left Dev not only without kin, but without a home. 

All the emotions of the battle and the deaths, and now this, came welling 
up, and he excused himself to find some privacy among the trees. His rush to 
find cover caught Asha’s eye, and she frowned. “What’s wrong with Dev?” she 
asked. 

“Perhaps he’s sad,” said Ashguard. “We're at a funeral, after all.” 

“Maybe,” Asha said, but it seemed strange that he would go off by himself 
when he was like many of the black-eyed youth who didn’t really know the 
people who'd died. “He said he found a painting of my mother among your 
things.” 

Ashguard nearly smiled. “He used to deliver food to the prisoners. He 
worked for the king since the time I was imprisoned—he was just a young boy 
when he first started with the food cart, barely able to see over the top shelf.” 

“Almost as bad as carting dragon bones through the catacombs,” Asha said. 
She thought about what Dev’s life must have been like and was glad she’d had 
her mother until she was seven years old. “Do you know of any news of Ari?” 

“No, nothing at all of your brother,” said Ashguard. “I fear the worst.” 

Asha dropped her gaze. “I was afraid of that. I just... Every time the Revinir 
roared, I kept having the same memory of him as a newborn being taken away. 
Though it wasn’t an actual memory. It was a vision.” 

“It couldn’t have been a memory since you were but a year old at the time,” 
Ashguard agreed. “You couldn't possibly remember such a thing.” 

“The visions were peculiar. And now that the Revinir is dead, I likely wont 
have them again. I believed that because I was visualizing that particular 
scene, it had to mean something. Like maybe... he was alive. And I was 
supposed to find him.” 

Ashguard listened intently as Asha explained the vision and how Thisbe 
and Rohan had figured things out with their own visions. He frowned as he 
listened. When she finished, he said, “Does Dev have any kin?” 

“Not that I know of.” 

“Perhaps that’s why he’s sad.” Ashguard grew thoughtful for a moment, then 
narrowed his eyes and tapped his lips. “I wonder... Follow me. Let’s go talk to 


the boy.” 

The two went into the forest in search of Dev, and they found him at the 
base of a tree with his face in his hands. When he heard them approach, he 
looked up and hastily wiped his eyes, then scrambled to his feet. “How may I 
be of service, Ashguard? Do you wish for help back to the road? Surely you 
must be weak after your imprisonment.” 

Ashguard studied the boy, then asked him and Asha to stand in a patch of 
sunlight that peeked through the tree cover. 

They obliged. Asha stood a couple of inches taller than Dev, but it wasn’t 
their height that caught Ashguard’s eye. It was their faces. He looked from one 
to the other, noting the similarities. Their complexions, the lines of their jaws, 
the shapes of their noses. 

“Son,” said Ashguard carefully. “Do you have... family?” 

Dev’s eyes went wide, and he tried to stop the tears from starting again. He 
didn’t trust himself to speak and shook his head. “I thought I did,” he finally 
said, choking up. “But it turns out I was wrong.” 

Ashguard studied him. “How old are you?” 

“I believe I'm nearly fourteen. But I’m not sure.” 

“Why aren't you sure?” 

“Because I was stolen from my family when I was a baby and given to the 
king, to be raised as his daughter Shanti’s whipping boy. She would be almost 
fifteen now if she'd lived, and I’m a bit younger than her.” He looked up at the 
curmudgeon. “I found a painting in the palace,” he said. “The girl in the 
painting looked so familiar. I couldn’t understand why until I remembered 
Asha from the catacombs. It must be a picture of her mother. She’s... she was 
beautiful.” He blinked back the ache behind his eyes. He was processing. 
Giving up on his dream that he belonged somewhere. To someone. 

“Dev,” said Ashguard. “Is that your real name?” 

“It’s the name the king gave me.” 

Ashguard and Asha looked at one another, eyes widening. “And, Asha, if 
my memory hasn't failed me, you must be nearly fifteen, is that right?” 

Asha smiled. “That is correct, Grandfather.” 

The old man almost smiled. He turned back to Dev. “I think there’s another 
reason why you felt that the picture of my daughter seemed so familiar,” he 
said. “I know the portrait you're talking about—it was in the small vestibule 
on the fifth floor, hidden away in the desk drawer, wasn’t it?” 


Dev nodded, feeling numb. 

“That picture is familiar to you because my daughter looks like you,” said 
Ashguard. 

The silence among the three was intense as Dev figured out what Ashguard 
was saying to him. “Dev,” said the ruler with a rare smile finally appearing, “I 
think you are my grandson.” 

“And you're my younger brother,” said Asha, gazing at him. 

Dev’s heart beat wildly, as if it couldn’t take this news. He had a hard time 
processing the words. All he could think of to say as he crumpled to the 
ground in tears was “Please... get Fifer.” 





The Beginning oF the End oF the End: 


Saying Good-bye 


The dragon-woman never resurfaced in the crater lake after Spike shook her 
loose. But despite not seeing proof of her death, everyone was certain that was 
the case this time because the dragons had immediately been freed from her 
control. Plus the ghost dragons had gone on to their next life, and Maiven and 
Drock were able to unite as dragon and black-eyed ruler, the way it should be. 

At the next volcano submersion, Spike Furious left the crater lake with 
tremendous fanfare from the leaders of Artimé for her incredible feat in 
avenging Alex’s death. Spike needed no glory, only the satisfaction that she 
had successfully taken down the monster who'd killed the Alex and had caused 
so much pain to the others in Artimé, whom she loved. 

The success and recognition was enough to lift the whale’s spirits quite high 
for the first time in a long while. She made her way quietly back to the seven 
islands to await further instructions, while Talon returned from his post 
monitoring the Island of Fire volcano to help with the mind-detoxification 


process of all the soldiers of the land of the dragons. 


» > « 


Over the next days, everyone worked to build unity and bring stability to the 
land, even as they grieved over the ones they had lost. Before long, Seth was 
awake and surrounded by visitors in the hospital cave. “I can’t believe you 
almost died,” Fifer said to him as she perched on the edge of his bed. 

“It wasn’t the first time,” Seth reminded her. “We've been through some real 
scrapes together, haven't we?” 

Fifer nodded. “I’m glad you're okay.” 

“Me too.” 

Prindi entered the cave and took a few tentative steps toward the cot. “Am 
I interrupting anything?” she asked. 

Seth’s pale face turned bright red, and Fifer couldn’t help but notice. She 
glanced at Prindi, then back to Seth. “I was just leaving,” Fifer said, squelching 
a grin. In the past, she might have felt a need to flee the situation, but not this 
time. She leaned toward him and gave his hand a squeeze. “Tve got soldiers to 
feed broth to. Pll see you when you're back on your feet.” 


» » « 


In the quiet rest times, Dev and Fifer found themselves looking for each other 
to talk about how everything had progressed. “I have a family,” Dev would say, 
as if he couldn't believe it. “A sister. A grandfather.” 

“And the palace is yours,” said Fifer. “Rotten roof and floors and all. Good 
luck.” She laughed. 

“We're going to restore it,” he said. “Asha and I. And Ashguard, too, when 
he’s got his strength back.” 

“I love that.” Fifer smiled, imagining it, but something about that hit her 
hard and made her ribs ache. She blew out a breath. “I'll have to come visit 
sometime to see how it’s going.” 

Dev was quiet, and the two looked at each other in the dim light. Dev felt 
something stir deep inside him—a longing he couldnt quite define. “That... 
would be nice,” he said. “I mean...” He grew flustered. “I wish...” 

Fifer gazed at him. When he didn’t finish his sentence, she whispered, “And 
I wish.” 

He leaned toward her, and Fifer leaned toward him, and they pressed their 
lips together. When Fifer pulled away, she said, “I will miss you very much.” 


Dev closed his eyes and leaned back with a heavy sigh. “Everything is always 
so difficult.” 

“It seems especially so, with us,” said Fifer. 

With heavy hearts, they went back to work. And soon all of the people of 
the land of the dragons were restored to their old selves, and the people of the 
seven islands were stable enough to fly back to the seven islands and recover 
in their own homes. 

Their dragon friends were ready and eager to go home to the Island of 
Dragons. Which meant Fifer’s time in this land was coming to an end. 

Fifer found Thisbe helping Henry and a few others pack up the hospital 
cave. “Are you coming home for a while?” Fifer asked. “Or staying here with 
Rohan and Grandmother?” 

“Tm staying,” said Thisbe. “I’m going to train with her. Learn how to rule 
this land, so that when she passes away—hopefully not for a long time—I will 
have built up the confidence of the people. And then Ill take over.” 

Fifer looked out over the lake. “And what about the rest of the black-eyed 
rulers?” 

“They are free to take up housing at the castle or wherever they wish. Dev 
and Asha will be at Ashguard’s palace, obviously—” Thisbe stopped short and 
looked at Fifer’s face. “Why are you so sad? Is it because of Dev?” 

Fifer felt an impulse to lie... but she wasn’t going to do that with her sister 
ever again. “Yes,” she said. “I can’t believe it, but I think my little heart has 
melted for him.” 

“I think it’s lovely,” Thisbe said. “That you like him, I mean. Because he 
certainly has fallen for you, too. It’s too bad you'll be so distant from each 
other.” 

“I'll be all right,” said Fifer, though she struggled to feel it. “I need to be in 
Artimeé, and he has his new family and the palace to rebuild. We'll see each 
other again. Sometime.” 

“You're definitely going to visit me,” said Thisbe. “So you'll see him then.” 
She thought about that for a moment. “It’s so strange that we're going to be so 
far apart, permanently. I feel like I'm losing a piece of me.” 

“Me too,” said Fifer. Maybe even two pieces. 

It would be okay. Fifer would be very busy in the days to come, rebuilding 
Artimé after Frieda Stubbs had wrecked it. Fifer had ideas on how to improve 


the mansion so that it would be even better than when Alex was ruler. There 
was much to do. The job would keep Fifer’s mind off things. 

Samheed came by to help Aaron onto Ivis’s back. Seth was transported 
there too, with his arm in a sling and a bandage covering some of the burns on 
his cheek. He looked a lot better than before. When Seth saw Thisbe and Fifer 
coming, he waved at them to join him. “Sorry I’m not sticking around to help, 
but I’m really looking forward to my bed,” he said with a small laugh. Then he 
grimaced and held his stomach. 

“Remember the first time we came here?” asked Thisbe. 

They both nodded. The three had been through a lot over the years, not just 
since their first visit here, but since the time they were very young. And now it 
felt like they were heading in separate directions. Sure, Seth was going back to 
Artime with Fifer, but he was also developing a bit of a tight bond with 
Prindi, who lived here and was planning to stay. So they'd be visiting each 
other too, maybe. It made Fifer feel better to know she wasn’t alone. 

As they helped more people board the dragons, Fifer spotted Clementi and 
Asha together, looking tearful. Asha was staying here—was Clementi going 
back to Artimé? It seemed so. Something about others feeling loss right now 
really resonated with Fifer. Maybe she and Seth and Clementi could visit 
together sometime. Only this time there would be no mission except to be 
with the people they’d grown to appreciate and love over the past little while 
—people who had made a lasting impression on their lives. 

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad after all. 

Fifer kept telling herself that until it was time for her dragon to depart. 


Carina and Sean returned to the village outside Ashguard’s palace to find OPF 
Tater still standing under the canopy of trees where they'd left him. Carina 
had thought about just transporting him back to the Museum of Large 
directly. But she looked at his smiling face and remembered how happy he’d 
been to stomp around at the water’s edge in Artimé. And it gave her an idea. 
She quickly penned a note to Maiven and sent it off. 

Moments later came the response. “She said yes!” Carina exclaimed, then 


ee 


read from the note: “‘There’s nothing there he can harm, and Thisbe can 


999 


control him if needed. 

Sean smiled. “It’s perfect. He'll be so happy stomping around.” 

Carina placed her hand on Ol Tater’s side. She closed her eyes and 
concentrated on the now abandoned crater lakeshore where the hospital cave 
had been. Then she whispered, “Transport.” 

In an instant, the mastodon statue was gone. 

“Now let’s go wake him up,” said Sean. “And then we can go home. Our 
family all together again, at last.” 


The remaining Artiméans decided to make one more trip to the gravesite to 
offer their respects to the fallen leaders before going with Pan to Artimé. Fifer 
invited their friends from the land of the dragons to join them if they were 
able... and to say good-bye. 

While young Daniel played with the unopened seek spells on his uncle 
Alex’s grave, patting them like balls that always went back to their same space 
again, Fifer stood with Aaron and Kaylee and Simber and Florence, feeling 
absolutely messed up inside. Samheed, Lani, Claire, Sky, and Crow were 
already there. Fifer was sick about their losses—Gunnar and Copper were 
great warriors, and great parents. And it was still stunning to think they'd lost 
them both. They'd given everything they had to save the people of their world. 
But now Fifer’s dear friends were hurting because of it. 

Again she thought back to how this all began, with her and Thisbe and 
Seth making a rash decision to rescue the captive dragons. If they had left well 
enough alone... if they had let Alex send Hux back to fend for himself... would 
everything be different now? Would Alex and the rest still be alive? 

There was no way to know for sure. The Revinir’s power had been 
increasing. She would have become a dragon-woman whether Thisbe and Fifer 
had entered the picture or not. If they had sent Hux away, would they have 
even known about the Revinir’s rise to power? Or that she was Queen Eagala 
in dragon form? Or that she’d intended to come after them all in the seven 
islands? Would she have struck at full power without warning and devastated 


their people? 


No one knew which outcome would have produced greater losses, but Fifer 
had to believe that being proactive and going after the Revinir had saved lives 
in the long run. Being unexpectedly attacked by a dragon army would have 
been disastrous. The way they'd gone about it had given Florence ample time 
to train their armies, despite the losses they’d experienced along the way. 

The analysis helped Fifer feel a little better about the way they'd gone 
about things. They could have done better... but they also could have done 
much worse by ignoring the situation. 

Thisbe, Rohan, and Maiven came down the forest path to join them, and 
that started Fifer’s tears. Her dear sister... if only they could communicate 
through their minds from the great distance between Artimé and here. That 
would help with the separation. Perhaps with time, as their connection grew, 
their system would improve to be as good as Matilda and Charlie’s. For now 
they had send spells. And the volcano network could get them to each other’s 
world in fairly quick time when riding on Spike Furious or a dragon for the 
rest of the trip. It wouldn't be so bad. 

Fifer embraced her sister and held her close—so close that when Thisbe 
tried to pull away, she couldn’t, which made Thisbe realize how Fifer was 
feeling in this moment. And that made Thisbe squeeze her sister harder. They 
understood without words what a momentous time this was for both of them. 

“Where’s Dev?” Thisbe asked quietly when they finally released. 

“I thought he was coming, but maybe... he couldn’t make it.” Fifer’s voice 
broke, betraying how sad she felt. “There’s a lot to do at the palace.” 

Thisbe frowned. “If he doesn’t show up because of that, PI have some sharp 
words for him.” 

But Dev didn’t come. Soon they left the graveside area and made their way 
to the road, where Pan waited to take the majority of them to Artime, leaving 
Thisbe behind to work with Maiven. They reached the road, and the others 
helped Simber and Florence onto Pan’s back before settling themselves. Fifer 
looked back as tears pricked her eyes, wondering why Dev hadn’t come. 

In the distance she could see someone approaching. Soon Fifer realized it 
was Dev on the back of a young dragon, flying quickly toward them. 

Fifer studied him, then turned to Florence and Aaron. “Hold on a 
moment,” she said. She slid down Pan's wing and walked toward Dev. Dev and 
the unfamiliar dragon came to a stop. 


“Who's this?” Fifer asked coolly. 


“Tm sorry I’m late, but you're not going to believe this,” said Dev, looking 
harried. “This is Astrid. Reborn.” 

“What?” Fifer exclaimed. “The ghost dragon?” 

“Yes—she found me. This is her next life, and she chose to spend it with me. 
And get this—she remembers absolutely everything I say.” 

“That’s unbelievable!” Fifer said. “Astrid, how wonderful to see you! I never 
had the chance to thank you. Are Gorgrun and Quince and the rest of them 
returning to us as young dragons too?” 

“I haven't seen them yet,” said young Astrid, “but I don’t doubt it.” 

Dey, still breathing heavily, got off Astrid’s back and instructed her to stay 
close by. Then he turned back to Fifer. “She’s giving me a run for it, I tell you. 
Very fast, and still learning how to smooth out the ride. I’m a bit shaken.” 

Fifer let a smile escape, but it felt bittersweet. “I thought I might not see 
you again before we left.” 

“It would have wrecked me,” Dev said. “I would’ve had Astrid chase after 
you until we reached you. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when I said I would be. It was 
quite a shock when Astrid showed up, and I lost track of time.” 

“I understand.” 

Dev studied Fifer’s face and took an unsure step toward her. “Are you angry 
with me?” 

“You could have sent a message,” Fifer said. 

“Ah. I keep forgetting I have these magical tools.” 

“I suppose I could have sent you one too,” Fifer admitted. 

“So...” Dev straightened his shirt collar and twisted his skirt back into 
place, then looked up, eyes pleading. “Don’t go.” 

The words slammed into Fifer, and she took a step back to catch her 
breath. “I have to.” 

“I know.” 

“Maybe you should come with me,” said Fifer, but then she cringed. She 
knew he needed this time to get to know his family. It wasn’t fair to ask. But 
then again, it wasn’t fair for him to ask her to stay here. 

Dev smiled sadly. He knew they were both just trying to make it work, and 
there was no way to do it. Not right now, anyway. “I’m really going to miss 
you,” he said, and his eyes filled. “Thank you for... teaching me... things.” He 
couldn’t manage to get the words out. Fifer, along with Thisbe and Drock and 
Astrid had taught him that he mattered. That he was worth something. And 


Fifer had taught him that he could give his heart away and she would protect 
it, not harm it. 

“Me too,” choked Fifer. The two went together in an embrace that told a 
story of all the trouble they'd gone through. From their first meeting in the 
village where Thisbe and Fifer had been abducted to their time trying to free 
the captive dragons, to the moment he'd appeared at their forest camp in tears 
after Shanti had been killed and he’d had nowhere else to turn. But the part 
that meant the most to both of them was the time they'd spent in the palace 
library, learning how to navigate being on the cusp of growing up and making 
life-altering decisions in order to save the world from a tyrant. 

They held each other close, sniffling and whispering about how they'd see 
each other again eventually. And then they whispered more words—words 
that let the other person know they wouldn’t forget them. And, in fact, that 
they'd be on their minds whenever the darkness of rebuilding ravaged worlds 
threatened to overtake them. 

They drew apart, still clasping each other’s forearms. Dev pushed aside a 
strand of Fifer’s hair that had drowned in her tears, and she wiped one of his 
away with her thumb. Then they pressed together one last time in a kiss. 

Fifer pulled away, not wanting to. But she knew her people back home 
needed her more than she needed to be with this boy. “Good-bye,” she said. 

Dev smiled. “I'll see you,” he said, and his tears began anew. 

“Okay,” she whispered. Before she could change her mind, Fifer turned and 
ran blindly back to Pan. Florence helped her up, and they all kept quiet about 
what they’d just seen, which was the kindest thing they could have done for 
Fifer. 

In moments, they were flying toward Artimé. Toward home. Fifer turned 
to look back as they went, finding Dev still standing in the road with his 
dragon, watching them go. He held his hand pressed to his chest, and raised 
the other when she turned. 

With dry eyes now, Fifer raised her hand in response. 

She couldn’t imagine anything keeping them apart for long. And 
amazingly, in this world of uncertainty and endless battles, there was nothing 
that could. In a time when wars were ending and worlds were rebuilding, it 
felt like Fifer’s life story was just beginning. 





The End oF the End of the End: 


Behind the Last Door 


Decades passed. Peace reigned in the land of the dragons and the seven islands. 

Queen Maiven Taveer lived jubilantly for several more years, uniting the 
land of the dragons, and she worked with Thisbe to finish returning it to the 
glory it once was. They buried her alongside the other leaders, and the 
transition to Thisbe’s rulership was bittersweet but seamless. 

Fifer ruled Artime and, over time, made some major structural changes to 
the mansion as they repaired it and restored it to its full potential. She created 
multiple exits from all of the remote rooms so no one would ever be trapped 
again. And she opened up all the residence hallways to everyone, removing the 
hallway labels so the people in Artime could choose which apartment they felt 
most comfortable living in—including her. She’d felt uncomfortable moving 
into such a lavish head mage apartment so far away from her friends. So she 
stayed where she was and turned the head mage apartment into a museum 
honoring Alex, and released the magic protecting the secret hallway so that 
everyone could come and go as they pleased. 

Ito and Sato passed away peacefully of natural causes. Not even Henry 
could quite define the power of the magical seaweed. They knew it had helped 


Aaron live again, and it had extended the lives of the scientists. But to 


everyone’s relief, it didn’t make anyone immortal after all. Henry decided to 
leave it alone forever, in the sea where it belonged. 

Many years later, Claire Morning passed away too. After a long time, 
Carina Holiday and then Sean Ranger said their last good-byes to Seth, Ava, 
and Lukas and their families and friends. 

Simber, Florence, Ms. Octavia, Kitten, Fox, and all the other statues stayed 
static as ever. Kitten wasn’t sure how many lives she had left, but all she 
needed was the one she lived now. The rest of the people of Artime grew old. 
And finally the day arrived when Aaron Stowe, who'd never fully regained his 
robust health after that last battle, was on his deathbed. 

Kaylee and Daniel and the rest of Aaron and Kaylee’s children and 
grandchildren gathered around. Fifer and Dev were there with their family. 
Thisbe and Rohan and all of their descendants arrived on Drock’s back from 
Grimere. Samheed and Lani, Sky and Crow, Simber and Panther, Florence and 
Talon, Seth and Prindi, Asha and Clementi, and Henry and Thatcher all 
watched and waited for the imminent passing of this great, yet complicated 
person. 

If Aaron had one wish, it was that the end of his days in this world would 
happen just like this. Surrounded by love instead of hatred. Kindness and 
goodness rather than jealousy and spite. It was just as he had imagined this 
moment to be, now that he knew without a doubt that he, too, was capable of 
moving on despite the magical seaweed. 

Aaron had turned his life around. He’d made something good come out of 
the bad things hed done. He'd learned the power of an apology, and the 
strength of trying to make up for the wrong things he’d done. He'd learned the 
pain of constant remorse, but he didn’t regret that feeling, for it had healed 
him as well. And it had taught him how to treat people. 

It had been a rocky road at first, with stumbles and setbacks everywhere. 
But through it all, there had never been a moment when no one believed in 
him. There had always been someone: his brother, Ishibashi, Kaylee... Samheed. 
He'd found them, or they'd found him, and they'd offered second chances 
when he hadn’t deserved them. Dearest Ishibashi—what would Aaron have 
done without the man? How he missed him. And Alex, who'd never given up 
trying to make him see that he belonged in Artimé. Kaylee Jones, who knew 
about his past and loved him for the man he’d become, not the one he'd been. 
And his sisters, who ruled with power and with compassion. 


When the time came for Aaron to take his last breath, he heard a voice 
calling to him. It seemed... familiar, yet distant. Warm and inviting. But Aaron 
wanted to be here, surrounded by his family. He was well familiar with the 
sorrow that came with death, and he wanted to delay that for his family as 
long as he could, though he knew it was inevitable. 

“I can’t come right now,” Aaron tried to say. “I’m taking my last breath with 
my family. This is the most important moment of my life.” 

But the voice persisted. 

Aaron, no longer sensing an urge to breathe, felt a cool peacefulness 
envelop him. He felt his soul rise up and leave his still body behind on the bed. 
He moved like a shadow past his tearful loved ones, feeling a rush of 
gratefulness that so many had been able to come to pay their respects in his 
dying moments. It was all he could ask for, and he wanted to touch them, 
embrace them one last time before he left. Yet the voice continued to call, to 
spur him onward, and he followed it. 

He felt himself moving out of the hospital ward, across the black-and- 
white marble floor to the glorious staircase. He traveled up effortlessly to the 
second floor, and over to the not-a-secret-to-anybody-anymore hallway. 
Finding his footing on the dark stained-wood floor, Aaron moved down the 
familiar wing, where the greatest of Artime’s leaders had spent some of their 
most life-changing moments. He went past the door to the head mage 
quarters, which was now a museum. Past the door that led to the remote 
rooms like the lounge and library. And the door to the Museum of Large on 
the right. 

The familiar voice, which he still couldn’t place, led him beyond them all. 

He came to a stop at the final secret door. The one nobody had ever seen 
the other side of in all the years of living here. The one Mr. Today had never 
written a single word about to explain its existence. The door no one had ever 
been able to enter no matter how they tried to unlock it. Confused, Aaron 
looked around, but he was alone. He watched as his hand touched the 
doorknob. In a blink, the knob turned and the door creaked open, just a crack. 

The voice in Aaron’s ears grew louder. Calling to him from inside this 
room. Who was it? So familiar... yet unidentifiable. Aaron, feeling an 
overwhelming longing to go toward it, pushed the door open. He stepped 
inside. 


The room was vast and dimly lit, full of comfortable chairs and tables 
topped with books and puzzles and games, like the best, coziest library. With a 
start, Aaron realized people filled the seats. Aaron stood there for a moment 
to let his eyes adjust to the darkness. Where was he? 

He took another step inside, and the door behind him closed with a soft 
click and disappeared. 

People in the nearest chairs turned at the sound. The one closest hesitated a 
moment, then got up. 

Aaron wanted to gasp, but he found he no longer needed to take in air. The 
person approached, and Aaron felt like it might be impossible to stay 
standing. Something deep inside his chest, an aching wound that hadn’t gone 
away in many years, sealed up. “Alex? My brother? Is it you?” 

“Aaron,” said Alex with a crooked smile growing on his lips. “You're here at 
last. Pve been waiting so long.” 

In that instant, Aaron realized exactly what this room was for. And he 
understood why no one had been able to open its door. 

“Alex,” said Aaron, wanting to weep, but finding overwhelming joy pushing 
the tears back. “I thought... I believed I'd never see you again.” He clutched at 
his chest where the hole had been since Alex’s death and found it healed. 

“It’s me, brother. I’m so glad you're here.” 

The two embraced, and Aaron was surprised that Alex, despite his ethereal 
look, was as solid as ever to the touch. When Aaron released his hold on his 
dear twin, he saw more familiar faces. Sigfried Appleblossom worked in a 
corner with a look of bliss on his face as he wrote with pen and paper. Liam 
Healy sat at a table playing chess with Claire Morning, while Gunnar Haluki 
and another woman looked on. 

“Is everyone here?” Aaron whispered. “I can’t believe it.” 

“Most everyone. It’s the best surprise,” Alex agreed. He looked eagerly at his 
brother. “Do you have any news? It’s been some time since we've had an 
update.” He indicated Sean Ranger, who'd been the most recent one to arrive 
some years before. 
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“News...,” said Aaron, feeling a bit overwhelmed. “Of Sky, you mean?” 

“Oh, yes—I hope she’s continued to have a good life. And... others? Our 
sisters?” 

“Everyone is as well as can be,” said Aaron, “though I expect to see some of 


them coming through here soon. We're all getting a bit feeble.” It was strange. 


Aaron didn’t feel so feeble right now. 

“We'll have all the time we need for stories later,” Alex said. “There are 
some friends who would like to greet you.” 

Movement in the room caught Aaron’s eye, and he saw three men coming 
toward him. “Ishibashi!” he cried. He embraced the man who had changed his 
life so drastically, and had died so shockingly, which had changed Aaron’s life 
a second time. “I’m so sorry about what happened,” he began, and he started to 
choke up, overwhelmed. But the man stopped him. 

“It is but a distant memory, and you have apologized enough for the wrongs 
of the entire universe,” Ishibashi told him. “Your feet are solid, and your slate 
is wiped clean. Today begins a new life. Everyone starts fresh.” He smiled 
warmly as he gazed at Aaron. “It is my greatest joy to see you again. Ito and 
Sato and I look forward to hearing your stories of our friends.” 

Aaron nodded. He was shocked by all of this, yet it somehow seemed very 
natural all of a sudden, as if he’d been planning to come here forever. 

He saw a splash of orange hair catch the light. “That’s Meghan Ranger, isn’t 
it,” said Aaron. “I didn’t know her well.” 

“It is,” said Alex. “She’s my dearest friend—I can’t tell you what comfort it 
gave me to see her when I arrived. But come. I must take you somewhere.” 
Alex took Aaron’s arm, and together the two meandered through the vast 
library. Large carved pillars grew to the sky, and thousands of books papered 
the walls. “The lights are dim for the moment,” Alex said. “That’s to let us 
know someone is coming. We've been wondering who it would be. I’m really 
so glad it’s you.” 

“I... Pm...” Aaron wasn’t sure how he felt. Overjoyed to see these faces he 
thought he’d never see again. But sad to miss the ones he’d left behind. 

“It’s okay not to feel glad just yet,” Alex told him. “There’s a bit of adjusting 
to do. It’s very hard to leave the others, but they do all right, don’t they?” 

“We have all managed to make it through the losses, though yours was 
especially difficult for me and Thisbe and Fifer. And... we've... we've fixed 
things in Artimé and the land of the dragons, Alex. We've made it better. All 
for you. Fifer has kept it so. I suppose you knew that by now.” 

Aaron glanced at Carina Holiday, who ran up to him and embraced him. 
He hugged her back, and she touched his cheek adoringly. Aaron squelched a 
grin. “I can’t believe this place,” he said. He and Carina and Sean had had a 
great life growing old together, and he’d missed them dearly. 


“You'll get used to it,” Carina said, stepping back. “I can’t wait to hear about 
my children once you've had a chance to settle in.” She went back to where 
shed been sitting, and Sean waved from afar. Aaron lifted his hand in 
response. They would chat later. 

Alex smiled. “I'm so glad to hear that peace has continued under Fifer’s 
rule. We'd heard as much once Sean arrived. Has it been years since then? It’s 
hard to tell.” 

Aaron’s mind was growing fuzzy about that too. “It seems like quite some 
time.” He hesitated, then glanced at Alex. “May I... approach... the others?” 

“By all means. They’re only holding back to keep from overwhelming you.” 

Aaron nodded and went over to Claire. She saw him coming and stood up. 
“Aaron,” she said warmly, and the two embraced. 

“It is good to see you again,” said Aaron. “I thought I might never...” 

“I know how you feel,” said Claire, her voice musical as ever, and the two 
laughed. 

Aaron caught Liam Healy’s gaze. “Hello again,” he said. “Do you... 
remember me?” 

“Of course, Aaron. It’s nice to see you, too,” said Liam. “And...” He hesitated 
a moment, scanning the room. “Ah, she’s coming now.” 

“Who?” Aaron turned to find Secretary Eva Fathom coming toward him. 
His face paled. He’d done her wrong countless times. “Oh no.” Things had been 
going so well up until now. 

“Chin up,” Alex whispered. Aaron lifted his gaze to face her and tried not 
to cringe in shame. 

“Hello, Aaron Stowe,” Eva said evenly. “I see you've managed to find your 
way here.” She eyed him for a moment and crossed her arms over her chest. 
“Whoever is in charge of that is awfully generous.” 

“Eva,” Aaron said, trying to find words. He'd been the one to send Panther 
out to the lawn before she’d been tamed, and Eva, trying to protect Artime’s 
children, had been killed by the beast. “I’m... so sorry. Not a day has gone by 
that I haven't thought of you and the things you did to help push me toward 
the right path.” 

“Too bad none of those things worked while I was alive,” Eva said with a 
cold smile, but then her expression thawed a little. “It seems your presence 
here isn’t a mistake, so I look forward to hearing more. I trust we'll have plenty 
of time for that.” 


“I... hope... so,” Aaron said weakly. 

Eva took his hand and shook it firmly. “Let’s start fresh, shall we?” 

“Yes.” Aaron felt a small bit of relief. “Thank you. That would be nice.” He 
relaxed slightly as Eva left to join Liam and Claire, and now the lights rose a 
bit. Music drifted out of nowhere, and Aaron wasn’t sure if it had been playing 
all this time or if it had just started. Behind them Mr. Appleblossom began 
reciting a soliloquy from whatever he'd been writing. Laughter crescendoed 
from several small groups. The feeling of the room began to lighten. 

But Aaron’s heart began to sink. He glanced at his brother. “All of these 
people are good,” he said in a low voice. “They all fought for good things their 
whole lives. They aren't... like me.” 

“Remember what Ishibashi said,” Alex reminded him. “Come along.” 

At the far end of the library was a small crowd of people surrounding a 
table, and the conversations were flying. 

“What's going on?” 

“Oh, it’s just a little bit of fun and games,” said Alex, guiding Aaron that 
way. “But I think we'll need to break it up. There’s one more person you'll want 
to say hello to right away.” 

The brothers approached the group, and the people at the table parted, 
revealing an old man with white hair that stood up and waved in the slightest 
breeze. He took a look at the newcomer, and the laughter faded from his face. 
The people around grew silent, and some slipped away. The old man stood up, 
and the others made room for him to approach. 

Aaron felt a new wound open up inside him, like a black hole. “Alex,” he 
whispered. “What should L..?” 

But Alex melted into the background as the man with white hair came 
toward Aaron and stood before him. 

Aaron wanted to turn and run. Retrace his steps. Go straight back out to 
the secret hallway and slam the door shut. Perhaps there was some seaweed 
Henry could give him that would bring him back to life for a while longer. 
Anything to avoid this confrontation. He didn’t expect it—he wasn't ready! He 
couldn’t possibly become ready for this, ever, even if he’d had lots of time to 
prepare. Aaron stood, feeling weak, as the white-haired old man stopped 
before him. An image of the last time they’d stood face-to-face flashed 
through Aaron’s mind—it had been the moment Aaron had killed the man. 

The entire library grew silent, and a brave few came closer to watch. 


“Hello, Mr. Today,” said Aaron in a whisper. “It’s... Tm...” He couldnt 
manage to complete a single thought. 

Marcus Today studied Aaron, his gaze darting from the scars on Aaron’s 
face to the white in his stubbly beard, to the limp in his step, and then back 
up to the fear in his eyes. The original head mage and creator of Artimé slowly 
lifted his hands to his chest, where the deadly heart attack spells that Aaron 
had thrown met their mark. He felt the damage they'd left as if the incident 
had only happened yesterday. 

Aaron’s eyes brimmed. The shame he felt, the feelings he’d carried through 
decades, never able to free himself from it, was too much to bear. Yet he held 
the man’s gaze. He would face whatever he needed to face to make up for his 
actions. It was the life Aaron had been living since his days with Ishibashi. 

After a long moment, Mr. Today removed his hands from his chest and 
slowly held them out to the newcomer. “Welcome, Aaron,” the old mage said 
with a healing warmth to his voice. 

The words flowed through Aaron and soothed him. He closed his eyes. 

Mr. Today continued. “I’ve been waiting so long for you. And I’m glad you 
are finally here. Tell me, friend: How does it feel to be eliminated?” 

Aaron opened his eyes and stared. “What... does that mean?” 

The old man smiled warmly and beckoned to Alex. Then he stepped back 
and seemed to melt into the crowd. 

Alex returned to Aaron’s side. “It’s what he used to say when the 
Unwanteds showed up at the death farm after the Purge. I think he means 
you're an official Unwanted now,” said Alex. “I believe it’s his way of saying he 
accepts you for who you are. Exactly as you are.” 

“I have no words to match the way I'm feeling right now,” Aaron 
murmured. 

Meghan appeared on his other side, and her sudden presence made Aaron 
feel as though they'd known each other well, even though they'd hardly 
interacted. “From the sounds of it—and believe me, I’ve heard a lot of stories— 
things might have gone a bit differently if youd been declared Unwanted from 
day one, like you should have been.” 

Like you should have been. Aaron wasn’t sure what to say. In the past, 
whenever he’d thought about that very thing, it was accompanied by loads of 
guilt and regret. But those feelings were finally beginning to slip away. Could 


Aaron truly belong here, with the asterisk behind his name permanently 
removed? Was he no longer an exception to the rule? 

Alex and Meghan took the stunned newcomer by the arms and guided him 
to the far edge of the room. The light increased, and the walls of books began 
to grow transparent and fade away. Soon there was no room at all, and the 
increasing light led the way to a new, beautiful world, as wonderous as 
Artimée... perhaps even more so. Soon they were standing on a different lawn 
with water and trees and the outline of a city in the distance. 

“What's happening?” asked Aaron. His mind whirled, though not in a 
panicky way. But he didn’t want to forget where he'd just come from and the 
people he'd left there. Kaylee and his children and grandchildren, and Fifer 
and Dev, and Thisbe and Rohan, and his friends all hovering at his bedside. 
“What about... the others?” 

“Try not to fret,” said Meghan sympathetically. “They'll be along in time. I 
had to wait ages to see my brother, but once he came, it seemed like no time 
had passed.” She glanced at Aaron’s face to see how he was handling things. 
“Are you feeling a new spring in your step? Shall we explore this place?” 

“Is it new to you, too? Where did the library go?” Aaron asked as others 
from the library began to stream past them into the world. Like Meghan had 
suggested, the weight of his old body seemed to be peeling off, and movement 
became easy again, as in his youth. 

“The library is always here when we need it to receive someone,” said 
Meghan. “Like you, today.” 

“But,” said Alex, “every time friends join us, they bring a new world with 
them for us to explore.” 

“So you don’t always sit in the library?” asked Aaron. “Waiting for the next 
one?” 

“Please,” Alex scoffed, but his voice was teasing. “We come from Artimé, 
and we are warriors. We have worlds to conquer and all the time we need to 
conquer them.” 

The thought of a world to conquer surprisingly didn’t bring up any 
negative feelings for Aaron. In fact, his body began to buzz with excitement. 
“Worlds?” he whispered, full of wonder. 

“Different worlds,” said Alex, his voice quivering in anticipation. “Every 
single time.” 


Aaron glanced wistfully behind him, then turned toward the light. 


“Come on, you two,” Meghan said with finality. She linked arms with the 
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twins and pulled them toward the city. “Let’s join the rest. It’s time to see what 

tremendous adventure awaits.” 
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